DOWN THE LADDER 
by Z.S. McCoy 


To everything I’ve aimed for, and everyone I'll miss. 
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PRODUCTION HISTORY 


Down the Ladder was first produced at the Davis-Newport Theatre in Bolivar, Missouri on May 
2, 2013. The production was directed by Elissa Sartwell; the scenic design was by Jonathan 
Wehmeyer and Co., the ladder was designed by Alex Schriver, the lighting design was by 
Jonathan Wehmeyer, the costume design was by Elissa Sartwell; the stage manager was Heidi 
Dehn. The cast list was as follows: 


DEATH JEFFREY ALLEN YOUNG 
LIFE SAMANTHA PHINNEY 
YOUNG MAN JACOB CARVER 
OLD MAN ROGER ABBOTT 
YOUNG WOMAN LAUREN SCHRIVER 


CHORUS OF DEAD WOMEN: 


WOMAN 1 ALEXANDRA PHILLIPS 
WOMAN 2 HANNAH ROGG 
WOMAN 3 AMELIA HICKS 
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PRODUCTION NOTES 


Characters 
OLD MAN: the stories he once loved, he now hates. 
DEATH: a collector of stories. 
LIFE: a giver of stories. 
YOUNG MAN: afraid of stories. 
YOUNG WOMAN: an untold story. 
CHORUS OF THREE DEAD WOMEN: three stories that forgot they were stories. 


Set 
In the world of DOWN THE LADDER, each character 1s a story that exists in either the 
Uppershelf, or the Undershelf. A ladder—preferably, a rolling librarian’s ladder—connects the 
Uppershelf to the Undershelf, and vice versa. The OLD MAN and the YOUNG MAN live on 
the Uppershelf, and each character has his own, separate, respective area and space. The 
CHORUS OF THREE DEAD WOMEN weave their yarn in the Undershelf, near the dock of the 
River. In Act Two, the YOUNG WOMAN lives in a deeper area of the Undershelf, beyond the 
sight of the DEAD WOMEN. DEATH has a confident run of the place: he can go wherever he 
pleases. As can LIFE, but she precludes herself from the Undershelf. Because of their 
omnipresence, LIFE and DEATH should be able to access the YOUNG MAN’s Area and the 
OLD MAN’s Area via steps, ships ladder, or staircase. 


Colors 
The set is a bookshelf, the characters are books. 
OLD MAN: grey. 
DEATH: brown; a three-piece suit. 
LIFE: green, a dress. 
YOUNG MAN: red and burnt-orange hues. 
YOUNG WOMAN: purple, potentially with elements like a peacock. 
CHORUS OF THREE DEAD WOMEN: spectral blueish color; loose and robe-like. 


Time 
DOWN THE LADDER occurs 1n one day and in no particular year. That said, the story exists in 
a world where people should be anxious about dying, The New York Times must be in 
publication, and oi] must be a concern (naturally), children must be mystified by Alice in 
Wonderland, Jane Eyre must be considered a classic, and Shakespeare must be revered. 


Afterglow 
Throughout the play, there are several scenes where characters are on their respective shelves, 
but no action is occurring. Even if the lights are not on these characters, there may be an 
afterglow. In that case, here are some possible things for the characters to do (but the 
possibilities are—certainly—not limited to these options): 
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ill 
OLD MAN: (Act One) sitting agitated and dejected, regretting his decision; 
(Act Two) begrudging the tree, or contemplating his dead daughter in love. 
DEATH: he doesn’t have any of this so-called “downtime.” 
LIFE: (Act One) consoling the Young Man, or trying to teach him storytelling; (Act Two) on the 
upper shelf: talking with the Young Man about telling his story to Death, or on the middle shelf: 
being with the Old Man, lauding the tree. 
YOUNG MAN: (Act One) sitting, sad about his upcoming death, thinking of ways to avoid it; 
(Act Two) reading, or thinking. 
YOUNG WOMAN: (Act One) when the women don’t speak with her, she can stand and feel 
uncomfortable, when the women do speak, she can interact with them; (Act Two) when she is at 
center stage, she may curl up into the fetal position, etc. 
CHORUS OF DEAD WOMEN: for most of the play (Scene /-35) the women weave the Young 
Man’s life. In Scene 36, they unravel it all. 


A Note on the Text 
Throughout Down the Ladder, multiple works are read and quoted. Oftentimes, the quotes are 
amended, but should be close enough to remind audiences of the original: 

In Scene 5, Hamlet is alluded to: “For in that sleep of death what dreams may 
come” (Act 3, Scene 1). 

In Scene 16, Sylvie and Bruno, by Lewis Carroll, is quoted: “Be sure the safest rule 
is that we should not dare to live in any scene in which we dare not 
die” (Prologue). Also, Shakespeare’s famous line from As You Like It (Act 2, 
Scene 7): “All the world’s a stage, / And all the men and all the women merely 
players” is parodied. 

In Scene 18, the Old Man quotes Hamlet’s final words: “The potent poison quite 
o’er-crows my spirit...” (Hamlet Act 5, Scene 2). Isabel F. Hapgood’s translation 
of Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables is quoted: “He died when he had no longer his 
angel. The thing came to pass simply...as the night comes when day Is gone.” 

In Scene 19, the Young Man reads Herrick’s “To the Virgins, to Make Much of 
Time.” 

In Scene 22, the Young Man reads the opening line of Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning’s “Sonnet XLIII”: “How do I love thee? Let me count the ways.” 

And the Old Man quotes the titular line of Dylan Thomas’ villanelle, “Do not go 
gentle into that good night.” 

In Scene 33, A Midsummer Nights’ Dream is quoted, albeit slightly different from 
the original, Shakespearean quote: “The course of true love never did run 
smooth” (Act 1, Scene 1). 
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Come forth Lazarus! And he came fifth and lost the job. 
—James Joyce 
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ACT ONE 


PROLOGUE’ 
“LILIATA RUTILANTIUM...” 
(Curtains. Lights out as the curtains separate: 
a single beam of light shines onto centerstage.) 


(This beam of light faintly reveals: 
The YOUNG MAN asleep in the YOUNG MAN’s Area. 


LIFE standing on the Uppershelf, holding an open books. She stands beside a pile 
of dirt, and a shovel. 


The WOMEN, standing in the Undershelf. WOMAN 2 holds a cardboard box 
filled with unraveled, purple yarn. A red scarf is at their feet. 


DEATH stands next to them, holding an industrial broom. 


The OLD MAN enters with the dead YOUNG WOMAN in his arms. 
As he enters, “The Big Sleep” by Bat for Lashes, begins. 


The OLD MAN lays the YOUNG WOMAN down itn the circle of light, folds her 

arms across her chest, straightens her legs, and walks up the stairs to stand 
beside LIFE. 

He ignores LIFE. 


The OLD MAN takes up the shovel and begins to bury the YOUNG WOMAN. 
When he finishes, LIFE shuts the book and hands it to the OLD MAN. He 
clutches the book close to his chest. 


All of occurs by the lyric at 1:12 of the song. 


When the piano begins, after the lyric, “...into the big sleep..-,” the WOMEN 
raise the YOUNG WOMAN out of the dirt. They brush the dirt off the 
YOUNG WOMAN. 
WOMAN 2 hands her the YOUNG WOMAN box, and the WOMEN shoo her 
offstage. 
As the YOUNG WOMAN exits, she looks back at WOMAN 2. 


t Except for The Prologue’s final scene (before the song’s conclusion), all timing cues are approximate and 
suggested. 
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LIFE tries to console the OLD MAN. He rebuffs her. 


The OLD MAN walks down to the OLD MAN’s Area, and exits. 
LIFE follows. 


DEATH sweeps the dirt off the stage. 


Lights out.) 
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SCENE 1 
DEATH COMES TO THE YOUNG MAN 
(Black stage: the WOMEN begin speaking. 
Lights slowly rise onto stage left. 
As the lights rise, the audience should see the YOUNG 
MAN asleep, and the WOMEN knitting a scarf.) 


WOMAN |: 
People will tell you 

WOMAN 2: 
This story is a lie— 

WOMAN 3: 
And that lying Is a sin. 

WOMAN 2: 
But if /ying is a sin, 

WOMAN I: 
Then sleeping must be deadly. 

WOMAN 3: 


Which ts precisely why Death came to the Young Man: 


WOMAN |: 
He was asleep. 


(DEATH enters. Excitedly. He’s collecting a story. 
He climbs the ladder—he may climb loudly, or quietly. 
He may move the ladder. He may not. 

DEATH does what DEATH wants.) 

(LIFE enters. She doesn’t want DEATH to win.) 


DEATH: 
Wake up, Young Man! 


LIFE: 
Don’t—he’s so young— 
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DEATH: 
Oh sleeper! 

LIFE: 
Give him time! 

DEATH: 
Not my job. 
You, of all people, should know. 

(Beat. ) 

And he has a boring story. 

LIFE: 


Just a little bit of time. Let him write a better story. 
Come here; don’t wake the dreamer. 


DEATH: 
He’s probably not even dreaming... 
(To the YOUNG MAN, like he would talk to a dog.) 
You dreaming are you boy? No? No? 


LIFE: 
(Beat. Hell hath no fury...) 

You won’t win. 
Not this time. Not... 
Not after her. 

DEATH: 
My job is come. At the right place. 
At the right time. 

LIFE: 
All of the sudden: you’re punctual! 

DEATH: 
I] knew this would happen— 

LIFE: 


Of course you did, you have it all figured out. 


DEATH: 
Mixing personal life with vocational duties— 
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LIFE: 
Oh you sound so clerical! 
DEATH: 
I have a job to do. 
LIFE: 
And you’re sure? This is the right place? 
The right time? 
DEATH: 
A]l the information’s right here. 
(He pats his coat pocket.) 
This 1s the one. 
LIFE: 
He’s the one? 
Suddenly, it all makes sense! 
DEATH: 
(To the YOUNG MAN.) 
Hey! You! 
Wake up! 
(Slight movement from the YOUNG MAN.) 
LIFE: 
So... 
I can’t change your mind? 
DEATH: 


Not anymore. 
You haven’t been able to change my mind for a long time. 


(A story 1s between them.) 


LIFE: 
Is that so? 


DEATH: 
(DEATH goes back to yelling at the YOUNG MAN.) 
Wakey! Wakey! Eggs and bakey! 
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DEATH, con't: 

(Slight movement in response.) 
Hel-lo! Young Man— 
Hey! 

(He may continue in these futile tactics, before he turns to LIFE and says.) 
Excuse me. 

(DEATH exits. 

LIFE watches the YOUNG MAN as the WOMEN speak.) 


WOMAN |: 
If we remembered what a dream was 

WOMAN 2: 
We would remember a reoccurring dream... 

WOMAN 3: 


A dream where you're standing at the edge of the Grand Canyon— 


WOMAN |: 
If we remembered what the Grand Canyon was... 


WOMAN 2: 
You look down from the edge. 

WOMAN |: 
You look all the way 
down. 

WOMAN 3B: 
When— 

WOMAN ?: 
All of the sudden— 

WOMAN 3: 
Out of the blue— 

WOMAN |: 
Someone: | 

WOMAN ?: 
A cousin? 
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A co-worker? 


A husband? 


A wife? 


Sneaks behind you, 


And pushes you off the cliff! 


And you fall— 


And fall— 


And fall— 


But! 


Before you hit the bottom, 


You wake up. 


WOMAN 3: 


WOMAN 1: 


WOMAN 2: 


WOMAN 3: 


WOMAN |: 


WOMAN 2: 


WOMAN 3: 


WOMAN |: 


WOMAN 3: 


WOMAN 2: 


WOMAN 3: 


WOMAN 2: 


Dreaming of dying shocks you from a dream. 


So does Death himself. 


WOMAN 3: 


(DEATH enters, holding a cup of water. 


He throws the water onto the YOUNG MAN.) 
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YOUNG MAN: 
(Yelling.) 
WHAT TIME IS IT? 
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SCENE 2 
LIFE IS RIGHT 

DEATH: 
You are a sound sleeper. 

YOUNG MAN: 
Who are?—how did you get in here? 

DEATH: 
Regarding 
what time it Is... 
we’re a bit late. 

LIFE: 

(To DEATH.) 

It’s not the right time. 
I] promise. 

YOUNG MAN: 
Not the right time for?—who are you? 

DEATH: 


(Interrupting.) 
We have an appointment. 


YOUNG MAN: 
Here? 
DEATH: 
It begins here. 
(He pulls out a notebook.) 
Now, before you come with me— 
YOUNG MAN: 
I’m not going anywhere! 
DEATH: 


(And a pencil.) 
Do you have any last words? 
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GET OUT! 


(Writing, “GET OUT!’) 
You and I can leave whenever you're ready. 


I’m not going with you. 


You're going to love it. 
A luxury hotel! 


Probably your basement— 


You never have to worry about worry. 


Or sleep! Or food, or 
business...or busyness. Or age!— 


Don’t do this to him— 


Can you help me? 


Don’t worry about her. 
Come here. It’s time to go. 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


LIFE: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


Where are we going?—And how are we getting there? 
Oh!—in your trunk—with duct tape over my mouth. 


Not...quite. 


(DEATH leads the YOUNG MAN to the ladder. 


DEATH: 


The YOUNG MAN follows his gaze:) 
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YOUNG MAN: 
I'm not going anywhere, 
not with you— 


DEATH: 
I need you to realize this is not a choice. 

YOUNG MAN: 
You look...different 
than I remember... 

DEATH: 


(He pulls out the YOUNG MAN’s obituary.) 
Read it. 


YOUNG MAN: 
(The YOUNG MAN sees his entire life flash before his eyes.) 

*“ ..beloved son of... 
both deceased... 
he was found in his apartment...his landlady 
was looking for rent...” 

(Beat.) 
That part’s true. 

(He goes back to reading.) 
*...years old, but—” 

(Pause.) 
‘he never lived a day of his life...” 


DEATH: 
You see, we have an appointment. 
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(Split: LIFE and DEATH argue, while the YOUNG MAN rereads the obituary.) 


YOUNG MAN: 
He never lived a day of his life? 

LIFE: 
Give him time! 

YOUNG MAN: 


“Beloved son of...” 
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DEATH: 
You can’t change my mind. 

YOUNG MAN: 
“years old...” 

LIFE: 
Listen to me— 

DEATH: 
I’m sorry it had to be this way. 

YOUNG MAN: 
‘And he never lived a day of his... 

LIFE: 
It did not have to be this way 
and you know it! 

YOUNG MAN: 
‘He died on...” 

LIFE: 


And don’t say you’re sorry when you're not sorry. 


DEATH: 
You're right— 

YOUNG MAN: 
I die— 

DEATH: 
I’m sorry. 

YOUNG MAN: 
I die tomorrow? 

DEATH: 


(Grabbing the obituary. ) 
Excuse me? 


I—12 


DOWN THE LADDER—2Z.S. McCoy 


I—13 


YOUNG MAN: 
(He points to the date on the obituary.) 
Look! 
LIFE: 
You came one day early! 
DEATH: 
(To LIFE.) 
Did you change this? 
(Did she?) 
YOUNG MAN: 
I get to live! 
DEATH: 
Only one more day. 
LIFE: 
One day holds more than you think. 
DEATH: 
One day. Nothing to throw a party over. 
LIFE: 
I cannot believe you! 
DEATH: 
Well, I guess Ill be leaving. 
LIFE: 


| suppose you should. 
(To the YOUNG MAN.) 
We have a lot of work to do— 


DEATH: 
Sorry for any confusion. Yesterday was a tough day. 
A natural disaster. 


(DEATH makes his way to center stage.) 
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YOUNG MAN: 
I die tomorrow... 

LIFE: 
We’ ll figure something out. 

YOUNG MAN: 
But, only one day— 

LIFE: 


Have you ever considered going vegan? 
(Lights descend on the YOUNG MAN’s Area, 
and rise on DEATH: center stage.) 
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SCENE 3 
DEATH’S SOLILOQUY 


DEATH: 
(To the audience.) 

Not all sad things are bad things. 

(Beat.) 
Try getting Her to understand that. 
She doesn’t listen to me. Not anymore. 

(Pause. DEATH thinks.) 
If the Ode to Joy was owned by Joy, it wouldn't mean a thing. 
Just flattery, like complimenting a beautiful girl in a green dress. 
But, since I had already begun to mute Beethoven's ears... 
that it was composed by someone who could only consider the sights of sounds, 
not the sound of sounds, 
that makes all the difference. 

(Beat.) 
It seems to me that it seems to be that 
going deaf causes you to listen, 
and that understanding death causes you to live. 

(He looks to the YOUNG MAN.) 
But not always. 
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SCENE 4 
THE YOUNG MAN’S LIVELESS LIFE 


I—16 


(Lights up on the YOUNG MAN’s Area—lights remain on 


the Undershelf and downstage center. 


The YOUNG MAN addresses his soul and the audience.) 


YOUNG MAN: 
| always thought my life would be... 
an adventure? Like 
Saturday morning cartoons, 
or movies with explosions in them. 
That’s not what I mean. 
I don’t know what I mean. 
(Pause. He knows what he means now.) 
Like my mom 
(LIFE becomes his mother. Young and lively and lovely. 
She looks downstage, to DEATH lovingly.) 
she was young, and excited, and dreamfilled. 
(Pause.) 
Or...my dad. 


(DEATH becomes his father, he turns around and looks at LIFE. 


Her eyes dance with love.) 


DEATH: 
It was a long time before I met your mom, son. 


LIFE: 
A long time? We met at college. 


DEATH: 
But, when I saw her, 
I knew. 
(DEATH scurries up the ladder, 
fidgety, like boys are when they fall in love with women.) 


LIFE: 
All my friends told me 
stay away from him. 
He had a leather jacket. That was always a bad sign. 


DEATH: 
Rebellious— 
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LIFE: 
Tacky. 


(DEATH enters the Uppershelf like someone sneaking through a windowsill.) 


YOUNG MAN: 
(To the audience.) 
They lived. I think. 


My parents. 
(LIFE and DEATH look in love. 


They may kiss or laugh or whisper.) 


DEATH: 
First time | saw your mother, 
I thought to myself, 
(He gets on one knee.) 
I’m going to marry that woman. 
(DEATH presents an imaginary ring. 
LIFE covers her mouth and nods her head. 
DEATH takes her hand puts the ring on her finger.) 


YOUNG MAN: 
How? 


DEATH: 
(He walks down the stairs, glancing back at LIFE and the YOUNG MAN. 
He is going to downstage center; but he takes his time.) 
How did I know? 
(Well, son, look at her!) 
Well... 
I didn’t tell her immediately, you know, 
I didn’t want to scare her away. 


LIFE: 
I could tell. 


I could see it in his eyes. 
Diamonds in his eyes! 


(Prismatic! The stage prisms!) 
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DEATH: 
But I didn’t tell her right away. 


LIFE: 
Your father didn’t tell me right away. 
But I could tell. 


(DEATH smiles.) 


DEATH: 
Always remember, son, that Love... 

LIFE: 
Love is a mixture of— 

YOUNG MAN: 
What if I never know? 

DEATH: 


You'll know. 
(DEATH plants himself downstage center and looks up at LIFE. 
She begins to descend the staircases, one foot at a time, like a processional. 
DEATH watches LIFE—he looks away, he fidgets... 
like boys do when they marry women.) ‘ 


LIFE: 
(As she descends.) 
One day your soul will turn into a bird, 
your body will feel heavy, 


DEATH: 
Like gold, 

LIFE: 
And your heart will ache like thunderbolts. 

YOUNG MAN: 
That sounds terrible. 

LIFE: 


(Happily.) 
It’s miserable. 
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YOUNG MAN: 
1 don’t want to feel that... 


DEATH: 
There’s no choice, you just feel. 


(DEATH and LIFE lock arms and face the audience. 


They look like wedding cake topping.) 


LIFE: 
Then you’ll get married— 


DEATH: 
Give us grandkids. 
(LIFE laughs like a newlywed. 
The YOUNG MAN laughs with his parents.) 


YOUNG MAN: 
(To the audience. Happy.) 
| remember hearing about 
when they first met. 


DEATH: 
We had so many plans. 

LIFE: 
You were one of them— 

DEATH: 
Came a bit sooner than expected. 

YOUNG MAN: 
This’s what I think they’d say. 
If they'd had the time. 

LIFE: 
Instead of our plans... 

DEATH: 


There were so many unexpected things... 
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YOUNG MAN: 
They died when I was little. 
DEATH: 
I'll never forgive myself— 
YOUNG MAN: 
You couldn't have known. 
LIFE: 
We wanted to watch you grow up. 
DEATH: 
We always knew Death would part us, 
LIFE: 
We never thought about Death 
parting us 
from you. 
(Pause.) 
YOUNG MAN: 


...I ‘ve forgotten what they look like... 
(The YOUNG MAN doesn’t know where to look. 
His face shows the saddest poems.) 


(Lights black out. LIFE and DEATH exit.) 
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SCENE 5 
A CHORUS OF THREE DEAD WOMEN 


(Lights rise on the Undershelf.) 


ALL: 
Listen to us! 

WOMAN |: 
Living people think dead people 
talk like Shakespeare. 

WOMAN 3: 
But they don’t. 

WOMAN 2: 
No one talks like Shakespeare anymore. 

WOMAN |: 
The only one’s that do 
are dead. 

WOMAN 3: 


‘And what dreams come in the sleep of death?” 


WOMAN |: 
No dreams. 

WOMAN 2: 
Dreams are against the rules. 

WOMAN |: 
You see— 

ALL: 
We are three dead women. 

WOMAN |: 
Three, dead, nameless women. 

WOMAN 3: 


Names aren’‘t allowed here. 
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Only occupations. 


And there’s only one occupation. 


We weave a yarn 
for every one of you. 


A scarf. 


Made from the stuff 
Life gives us. 


But we weave as long as Death tells us to. 


When it’s time to stop— 


He says, Stop! 


And we stop. 


When there is more yarn to yarn, 


He says, Carry on. 


And we carry on, 


Tying up each end 


WOMAN 2: 


WOMAN |: 


ALL: 


WOMAN |: 


WOMAN 3: 


WOMAN 2: 


WOMAN 3: 


WOMAN |: 


WOMAN 2: 


WOMAN 3: 


WOMAN |: 


WOMAN 2: 


WOMAN 3: 
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WOMAN |: 
With little forget-me-knots 

WOMAN 2: 
Until you’ve forgotten what time it is, 

WOMAN 3: 
And what Time 1s, 

WOMAN |: 
Where your socks are, 

WOMAN 2: 
Who your wife Is. 

WOMAN |: 
All those little threads you said 
you'd never forget... 

(Pause. ) 

But when he says, Stop! 

WOMAN 2: 
We stop. 

WOMAN 3: 


And unravel these years of yarn into a clump of spool, 


WOMAN |: 
And stick it in a box, 

WOMAN 2: 
And hand it to you. 

(Pause. The WOMEN knit.) 

WOMAN 3: 
It didn’t always used to be this way. 

WOMAN |: 


No. 
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WOMAN 2: 
Used to be, 
Life came down here. 

WOMAN I: 
She helped Death figure things out. 

WOMAN 3: 
Life ts a natural part of Death, you know. 

WOMAN 2: 
Vice versa. 

WOMAN 3: 
And Love ts a natural part of Life: 

WOMAN 2: 
No one thinks anything of It, 

WOMAN |: 


Until Death steps in. 


(Pause. They continue knitting.) 


WOMAN 2: 
It was nice, 
the way it used to be. 

WOMAN 3: 
But... 

WOMAN |: 


It was no surprise when the two of them separated— 


(DEATH enters. Fear and silence enter with him.) 
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SCENE 6 
WHAT DEATH SAYS 
(The WOMEN continue knitting; 
DEATH inspects the scarf.) 


WOMAN |: 
Nearly finished— 

WOMAN 3: 
No sloppy stitches. 

WOMAN 2: 
Just as you said. 

DEATH: 
I can see that. Very nice, but... 
carry on. 

WOMAN |: 
Keep weaving? 

WOMAN 3: 
But you said the boy’s dead in the morn— 

WOMAN 2: 


(Overlapping.) 
We will carry on until you say stop— 


DEATH: 
(Approaching WOMAN 3.) 
You must be the new one. 
WOMAN 3: 
I’ve been dead for quite some time now. 
DEATH: 


(To WOMAN | and 2.) 
This one. Is she new? 


WOMAN 2: 
(WOMAN 2 ts more reluctant to answer DEATH’s questions.) 
She’s woven a couple of lives. 
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WOMAN 2, con't: 


Yes. 

DEATH: 
Trouble-maker? 

WOMAN |: 
She's been known to break things— 

WOMAN 2: 
Rules, mainly. 

DEATH: 
Rules? 

WOMAN |: 
She did poorly stitch a row of his life— 

WOMAN 3: 
That only happened once— 

WOMAN |: 
We had to scratch it and start over. 

DEATH: 


(Referring to the day the YOUNG MAN’s parents died.) 
I don’t think he’s gotten over that day. 


ALL: 
No, sir. 

DEATH: 
When he got that 
marble 
lodged up his nose? 

WOMAN I: 
Yes, Sir. 

DEATH: 
Broken leg? 
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WOMAN 3: 
I never meant to— 

WOMAN ?: 
That was her. 

DEATH: 


Not the dog, too? 

(Silence. 

He steps back. He may “tsk” or “hmph.”) 
See to it she doesn’t break 
anything else. 


WOMAN I! &2: 
Yes, Sir. 


DEATH: 
We don’t have time for miscellaneous mistakes. 
(DEATH exits.) 


WOMAN | &2: 
Yes, Sir. 


(Lights blackout.) 
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SCENE 7 

THE LIBRARY 
(Lights rise on the OLD MAN’s Area. 
The OLD MAN enters, carrying a large stack of books. 
Throughout this scene, he grabs more books, 

potentially backstage. . 

He creates two oversized chairs out of the books; 
he creates a library.) 


OLD MAN: 

When I consider how books are made, I think of the dead trees. 
Cut down. Sliced into slivers. 
Pages glued into weary, leathery spines. 
When I consider how books are made, 
I see my life. 

(Pause. ) 
Life is compiled pages: 
one page piled onto another page; 
one action piled onto another action. 
Creating a chapter out of many pages; 
creating a life out of many actions. 
Bound together into one deciding factor. 
One endless regret. 
One weary spine. 

(Beat.) 
My pages are sad pages, 
a timeless tragedy that never stops. 
And, like a tragedy, everyone dies. 
Almost everyone. 

(Pause.) 
This story, my story, continues. 
Alive. With no one to be alive with it... 
To think of the number 
(the countless number!) 
of trees. 
Cut down to create books. 
To think of my own trees. 
Cut down. 
While I am everlasting... 
Of my wife. 
Of my two sons. 
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OLD MAN, con't: 
(Beat.) 
| still remember their faces. 
Of...my youngest... 
(Lights rise on the Undershelf. 
The YOUNG WOMAN enters. She stands awkwardly by the WOMEN. 
She holds her cardboard box filled with purple spool. 
WOMAN | & 2 do not acknowledge her.) 
And she... 
her smile... 
she reminded me so much of her mother... 
(Any happiness dissipates.) 
My only daughter: cut down this very morning. 
(The OLD MAN completes his library in silence. 
He should take his time, 
bearing the weight of volumes. 
When he completes the chairs, he sits, 
dejected. Forlorn.) 


(Lights black out on the OLD MAN’s Area.) 
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SCENE 8 
AN AWKARD EXCLAMATION 


(The WOMEN remain silent.) 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
(Searching for something to say.) 

Good...morning? Is it still morning? 
I remember you from this morning. From.... 
earlier this morning. 

(Pause. ) 
That scarf is long. 
And very beautiful! 
That must be must be someone’s life. 

(Pause. She looks at her yarn.) 
I guess that’s what this used to be... 


(WOMAN | &2 can see WOMAN 3 desperately wants to speak to 
the YOUNG WOMAN.) 


WOMAN |: 
You know the rules. 


WOMAN 3: 
I know the rules. 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
I guess this used to be my Life. 


WOMAN 2: 
We cannot break any rules, remember? 

WOMAN 3: 

(Overlapping.) 

I remember. 

YOUNG WOMAN: 
Pretty small, when you think about it. 

WOMAN 3: 


Oh, really, though, what could he do to us? 
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WOMAN |: 
He’d be furious— 

WOMAN 3: 
He can’t kill us. 

WOMAN 2: 


We'd lose our jobs. 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
And all of those moments | thought were so significant, 
they all fit inside this cardboard box... 


WOMAN |: 
There is only one occupation. 
WOMAN 2: 
This is the only occupation. 
(Beat.) 
If you don’t weave, 
you go back... 
WOMAN |: WOMAN 3: 


(Not necessarily in time with each other.) 
We’d go back to those 


bored rooms. Bored rooms. 

And those endless hours of 

lonesome nothings. Lonesome nothings. 
(Pause. ) 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
(To the WOMEN.) 


I do love that scarf. It’s my favorite color. 
Red. 


(Her spool is purple.) 


WOMAN 3: 
| would’ ve guessed purp— 


WOMAN 2: 
You'll lose your job! 
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WOMAN |: 
You'll make us all lose our jobs. 

WOMAN 3: 
But— 

WOMAN 1: 
No! 

WOMAN 3: 
She seems— 

WOMAN 2: 
It’s against the rules. 

WOMAN 3: 


She seems twice as pleasant as she appears to be— 


WOMAN 2: 
It’s against the rules. 

WOMAN 3: 
And she looks so sad. 

WOMAN |: 


(Explosive. Yelling.) 
Of course she looks sad! She’s dead! 
Dead people 
look sad! 
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(Pause. WOMAN | collects herself. All four women look at each other. 
It would be like a relative had an outburst at Christmas dinner...if any of these 
women remembered Christmas dinner. Which they don’t. 


Maybe the YOUNG WOMAN does.) 


(Lights go out on the Undershelf—) 
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SCENE 9 
DEATH’S SENTENCE 


(—and rise on the Uppershelf. 
DEATH enters wearing a judge’s wig and holding a book. 
He assumes a Southern drawl.) 


DEATH: 
Do you solemnly swear to tell the truth the whole truth and nothing but the truth 
so help your boring, little Life? 


YOUNG MAN: 
What are you wearing? 

DEATH: 
Young man— 

YOUNG MAN: 


And you’re not supposed to be here until tomorrow! 


DEATH: 
—you have to swear. 
YOUNG MAN: 
No! 
DEATH: 
No? 
(Beat.) 
Is Life here? 
YOUNG MAN: 
No. 
DEATH: 
I did not think so. 
YOUNG MAN: 
Why are you here? 
DEATH: 


You say Life isn’t here now. 
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DEATH, con't: 
I’m here to see if Life has ever been here. 
(DEATH wags the book in front of the YOUNG MAN.) 


YOUNG MAN: 
I’m not going to— 


DEATH: 
If you want any chance of making it past tomorrow morning, 
you'll put your hand on this book, 
and swear. 
(Beat.) 
Do you swear to tell the truth the whole tru— 


YOUNG MAN: 
(He puts his hand on the book.) 
I swear. 


DEATH: 
The court admits the witness to the stand. 
(There is no stand.) 
Now, you're a relatively...guarded individual? 


YOUNG MAN: 
I don’t know what you mean. 


DEATH: 
You are not particularly inclined towards risk. 


YOUNG MAN: 
Well...1 don’t know tf Id say that. 

DEATH: 
Have you ever flown? 
In an aeroplane? 

YOUNG MAN: 
...Once. 

DEATH: 


Fallen in love? 
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That isn’t important! 


I'm establishing a pattern— 


Oh. 


Young Man, have you ever fallen? 


In love? 


In anything? Or off anything? 


Not even 
a ladder? 


Well... 
there’s a first time for everything. 
Isn't there? 


(No response. 
Beat.) 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 
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Where were you the day your father took you onto the roof of your house? 


I...was on the roof. 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


Could you briefly describe the events on the roof? 
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YOUNG MAN: 
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I don’t remember what my dad was doing. He wanted me to go up. Watch him. 


And I went back down. 


(Pause. ) 
Is that all? 


Yes. 


What happened when you 
went down the ladder? 


Nothing. 


The ladder? It didn’t wobble? 


(Oh, it wobbled.) 


No! 


Halfway down, the ladder wobbling? 


I don’t want to talk about it. 


Is this where your pattern begins? 
Childhood trauma? 


My parents died when I was— 


I remember. 
(Beat.) 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 
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How did you get down the ladder? 


My dad 
helped me. 


How? 


He reached up and 
grabbed me. 


That ladder wasn't too tall, then, was it? 


I guess not. 


Neither is this one. 


I’m not going down that ladder! 


Did you ever share this story with anyone? 


No. 


Not even a psychiatrist? 
And remember, son, you’re under oath. 


No! 


Objection!— 


DEATH, con't: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 
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YOUNG MAN: 
What? 


DEATH: 
The prosecution would like to call the jury’s attention to Exhibit A. 
(DEATH pulls out an inkblot-that is clearly a ladder.) 
Which ts an inkblot of a—Young Man, what ts this a picture of? 


YOUNG MAN: 
I’ve never seen this before. 

DEATH: 
Answer the question. 

YOUNG MAN: 
No! 

DEATH: 
Do I need to remind you why I’m here? 

YOUNG MAN: 
Fine. 

DEATH: 
And what does this inkblot— 

YOUNG MAN: 
A ladder. 

DEATH: 


And this one? Exhibit B. 
(A second inkblot: clearly someone falling off a ladder.) 


YOUNG MAN: 
Someone...falling off a ladder. 


DEATH: 
You're mind’s a dark place. 
(Beat.) 
Oh. Exhibit C. Last one: 
(A third inkblot. A grave.) 
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A grave. 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


So, with your testimony and this psychiatric evidence, 


is it safe to Say you aren’t particular to 


any particular form of risk? 


YOUNG MAN: 


How does that have anything to do with me living? 


Because, 
safety 


That should keep me alive! 


(Pause. ) 


How well do you know Life? 


Better than you do. 


Do you know her favorite color? 


What does that have to do— 


It’s a simple question. 


No. 


Ido. Since the moment I saw her— 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 
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YOUNG MAN: 


(Unimpressed.) 


So you know her favorite color. 


DEATH: 


—Why, you don’t seem to know much about Life. 


Just because I don’t know her fa— 


So why would you want to keep living? 


Because— 


She doesn’t seem all that important to you. 


I am not 
going down 
that ladder! 


Is that your defense? 
(Beat.) 
Well then, the prosecution rests. 
The court will now deliver it’s verdict. 


Verdict? 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


The court finds the Young Man guilty of being afraid— 


I’m not afrai—! 


—of ladders. 


Your fear and your sentence are the same— 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 
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YOUNG MAN: 
And what’s that? 


DEATH: 
Climbing down this ladder. 
(DEATH makes his way to the ladder. Lights rise on the Undershelf.) 


(LIFE enters.) 


LIFE: 
I’ve got it! It’s the 
perfect idea— 
YOUNG MAN: 
Great timing. 
LIFE: 
You're gonna make it past tomorrow. 
It’s gonna work. 
DEATH: 


(Lights out on the Uppershelf. 
DEATH, having entered the Undershelf, speaks to the four women.) 
I hope you ladies aren’t talking to each other. 


(DEATH exits.) 


DOWN THE LADDER—Z.S. McCoy 


I—42 


SCENE 10 
HE KNOWS 

WOMAN 2: 
He knows. 

WOMAN 3: 
He doesn’t know. 

WOMAN |: 
He knows. 

WOMAN 3: 
] haven't said a word to her— 

WOMAN |: 
He knows you've thought about it. 

WOMAN 3: 


Fine. 
(The WOMEN weave in silence. The YOUNG WOMAN watches.) 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
Is there a boat? 
I’ve read there’s a boat. 


WOMAN 3: 
(To WOMAN 1 & 2.) 
That’s an important question. 
(Pregnant pause.) 


Yes, there 1— 
WOMAN |: 
Hush! 
WOMAN 2: 
(Overlapping.) 
There’s a boat. 
YOUNG WOMAN: 


Thank you. 
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(Beat.) 
Could you please tell me— 


We have rules. 


One of which Is vot to talk with you. 


Oh. 
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YOUNG WOMAN, con't: 


WOMAN 2: 


WOMAN |: 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


WOMAN 2: 


(To WOMAN 3.) 


And quit crossing that the way you’re crossing that— 


You want to give him a heart attack, too? 


WOMAN |: 


WOMAN 3: 


(Pause. WOMAN 3 looks over the YOUNG WOMAN. 
In an act of blatant, postmortem defiance, WOMAN 3 speaks to her.) 


I like your dress. It’s lovely— 


WOMAN |: 


Shut up! 


We don’t see many 
different 
colors down here. 


Oh, this ol’ thing? 
It belonged to my mother. 


Your mother—? 


You’re being dangerous— 


WOMAN 2: 
He’ll find out! 
WOMAN 3: 
YOUNG WOMAN: 
WOMAN 3: 
WOMAN 2: 
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WOMAN |: 
Reckless! 
WOMAN 3: 
I don’t feel dangerous. Or reckless. 
I feel kind. 
YOUNG WOMAN: 
Oh. People get those kinds of things confused 
all the time. 
WOMAN |: 
(Disgusted.) 
And what is Time? 
WOMAN 3: 
Is your mother still...up there? 
YOUNG WOMAN: 
No. She’s right down here— 
My two brothers are here, also... 
WOMAN 3: 
Poor girl. 
YOUNG WOMAN: 


I look forward to seeing them. 


(WOMAN 3 doesn’t know how to break the bad news.) 


WOMAN |: 
There’s no family here. 
WOMAN 2: 
Against the rules. 
YOUNG WOMAN: 
(To WOMAN 2.) 


Oh! When I first saw you, 
when you handed me my box... 
I thought— 
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WOMAN 3: 
She always gives them their boxes. 

WOMAN |: 
It’s her job. 

WOMAN 2: 
Not for long. 

WOMAN 3: 


(Disregarding WOMAN 2’s comment, to the YOUNG WOMAN.) 


Tell us something. While you wait. 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


(Electrically!) 


A memory” 

WOMAN |: 
Absolutely not!— 

WOMAN 3: 
If you remember one. 

YOUNG WOMAN: 
Of...my mother? 

WOMAN 3: 


Of anyone you'd like, dear. 


(Lights blackout on the Undershelf.) 
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SCENE 11 
LIFE HAS A SECRET 
(Lights rise on the YOUNG MAN’s Area, 
where LIFE 1s arguing with the YOUNG MAN.) 


YOUNG MAN: 
It won’t work! . 

LIFE: 
Just listen— 

YOUNG MAN: 
And I’m not afraid of that stupid ladder! 

LIFE: 
You don’t have to prove anything to me— 

YOUNG MAN: 
I’m not trying to 
prove 
anything! 

LIFE: 
You have to hear the story— 

YOUNG MAN: 
I don’t want to hear the story— 

LIFE: 


There was once a man who read himself to Death. 


YOUNG MAN: 
That’s pretty much, 
100% 
what I’m trying to avoid. 
LIFE: 
No. Listen— 
YOUNG MAN: 


I don’t want to die! 
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LIFE: 
I don’t want you to die! 

YOUNG MAN: 
If J don’t do anything, I’m dying tomorrow. 

LIFE: 
That’s what I’m trying to tell you— 

YOUNG MAN: 


(A revelation!) 
What if | ran away? 


LIFE: 
Excuse me? 

YOUNG MAN: 
Ill run away! 

LIFE: 
Where would you go? 

YOUNG MAN: 
Florida! He’d get distracted... 
All those old people... 

LIFE: 
You don’t understand— 

YOUNG MAN: 
Or Amsterdam! 
I’ve never been outside of the country. 

LIFE: 
Florida. Amsterdam. 
It wouldn’t matter. 

YOUNG MAN: 
They're both pretty far away. 

LIFE: 


Death will find you. 
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He wouldn’t catch me— 


He already caught you. 
One day early, too. 

(Beat.) 
There’s more to Death 
than dying. 


But Death seems so— 


Final? 


I’m not afraid, 
I’m just not 
ready to go down that ladder, I just need... 


You need to convince him that, for you, 
he needs to come back later. 


But I don’t want him to come. 


Ever? 


Never. 


Perfect. 


What? 


This is what I was trying to tell you. 


YOUNG MAN: 


LIFE: 


YOUNG MAN: 


LIFE: 


YOUNG MAN: 


LIPE; 


YOUNG MAN: 


LIFE: 


YOUNG MAN: 


LIFE: 


YOUNG MAN: 


LIFE: 
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LIFE, con't: 
Sit down. 
Once, there was a man who read all the days of his life... 


(Lights fade out on the Uppershelf.) 
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SCENE 12 
A LESSON IN LAUGHING 
(Lights rise on the Undershelf. 
WOMAN | & 2 are still cold towards the YOUNG 
WOMAN.) 


“YOUNG WOMAN: 
That’s the best memory I remember, I guess. 


WOMAN 3: 
It was nice. 

YOUNG WOMAN: 
I’ve already forgotten a lot. 

WOMAN 3: 
That happens. 

WOMAN 2: 


(As cold-blooded as a dead person can be.) 
It’s part of the rules. 


WOMAN 3: 
I remember how it felt to forget. 
It’s like...walking by someone you laughed with a long time ago, 
and not feeling anything. 


WOMAN |: 
Too bad I forgot what laughing is. 


(WOMAN 2 may hiss or “hmph” or “tsk” disapprovingly at WOMAN 1.) 


WOMAN 3: 
You forgot what laughing 1s? 
(Beat.) 
So did I. 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
I remember laughing. It’s simple. You just open your mouth. 
And laugh. Like this: 
(She guffaws, or chortles, or laughs like Santa Claus.) 
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WOMAN |: 
(Laughing miserably.) 


(She’s not pleased with “laughing.”’) 
Hmm. 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
Oh. That's not... 


too bad. 

WOMAN 1: 
| don’t mind forgetting that. 
It’s not very fun. 

WOMAN 3: 


Maybe because you’re bad at it. 


(WOMAN 2 represses a snorting laugh. 
WOMAN 3 1s pleased.) 


WOMAN |: 
I am not! 
WOMAN 2: 
(She snorts.) 
You can’t laugh! 
WOMAN |: 


I can too! 


(WOMAN 3 laughs mockingly, cavemanishly. 
One, loud burst of laughter comes from the YOUNG WOMAN.) 


WOMAN |: 
Now, that is not funny. 
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(WOMAN 2 bursts into laughter. She sounds like a goose. 
The YOUNG WOMAN remembers that sound.) 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
My mother laughed like that— 

WOMAN 2: 
Like what? 

YOUNG WOMAN: 


Like a goose. 
(All FOUR WOMEN laugh out loud.) 
WOMAN 2: 
(Out of breath.) 


What’s a goose? 


(More laughter. 
Lights fade on the Undershelf.) 
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SCENE 13 


THE MAN WHO READ HIMSELF TO DEATH 
(Lights rise on the Uppershelf, 
where LIFE is with the YOUNG MAN.) 


There once was a man 
who read himself to Death. 


LIFE: 


He could tell the difference between a raven 


and a writing desk. 
When he compared his love 
to a summer's day, 


he found each day wanting to his plain Jane. 
(LIFE’s voice fades out on the next line, and the OLD MAN continues the story. 
LIFE may softly speak the words as she tells the YOUNG MAN.) 


OLD MAN: 
He remember the times 
when men bled for beliefs, 
and lamented the New York Times 
when men bled for oil. 
He read through the best of times, 


and he read through the worst of times. 


He continued to turn 
through every page 

of every book, 

until the only story 

he had not read 

was his own. 

When the time came 

to dust himself off the shelf, 
he opened himself up 

and found that age had already 
curled the edges 

under his eyes, 

and drew lines 


across the favorite passages of his face... 


So he sat down for the final time 
and read himself 

to 

Death. 


LIFE: 
He remembered the times... 


So he sat down for the final time, 
and read himself 

to 

Death. 
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(Pause. The YOUNG MAN looks expectant.) 


YOUNG MAN: 
That’s all? 

LIFE: 
No— 

YOUNG MAN: 
That doesn’t help me at all. 

LIFE: 
Do you get it? 

YOUNG MAN: 
Of course I get 1t— 

LIFE: 
He did not die. 

OLD MAN: 

(To the audience.) 

Oh, no. 
He found the story so beautiful, ~ 


Death couldn’t kill me! 


(DEATH enters.) 


DEATH: 
What can I say? I love a good story. 
(DEATH exits.) 
YOUNG MAN: 
(Contemplative.) 
He read 
himself... 
LIFE: 
Exactly! 
YOUNG MAN: 


So you want me 
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YOUNG MAN, con't: 


to tell Death 
my story? 
LIFE: 
You...don’t have that kind of story. 
That ladder story isn’t going to cut It. 
YOUNG MAN: 
I went to the hospital once! 
LIFE: 
That won't work. Hospital's are 
kind of 
his specialty— 
YOUNG MAN: 


(Exasperated.) 
What do I do? 

(Exhausted.) 
What do I do? 


LIFE: 
Well, we’ll-just have to come up with something. 


(Lights out on the YOUNG MAN’s Area.) 
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SCENE 14 
A FAMILIAR FACE 
(Lights rise on the Undershelf. 
The YOUNG WOMAN checks to see if DEATH is coming. 
She runs to downstage center and looks at the audience.) 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
I loved my mother. I still do. 
(She contemplates time.) 
I’ve loved her longer than I’ve been alive. 
(Pause.) 
The last time I saw her, she was sleeping 
with her arms crossed 
and too much make-up on her face. 
She never wore too much make-up on her face. 
(Beat.) 
The last time she saw me 
I was kneeling at her bedside. 
She was breathing heavy. 
She was blue. 
And 
she couldn’t see me very well. 
But she was whispering something, 
something to me. s 
I couldn’t hear her. I tried to hear her. 
I leaned my ear close to her mouth. 
I could barely make it out, 
hisses and whisper: 


Dont forget, 
before you die...dont be afraid to 
(Beat. ) 
[lluuuuhhg. 
(Pause.) 


Those were her last words. 
And the last word? It never came. 
All my life, | never knew my mother’s blessing. 
It haunted me. That last word... 
And Ill never know it. 
But I’ve never forgotten it. Or her. 
(She looks at WOMAN 2.) 
But I don’t think she remembers me. 
Not anymore. 
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YOUNG WOMAN, 


(Pause.) 
Against the rules. 


WOMAN 2: 
(To the WOMEN.) 
What is that word? It feels like 
walking past someone you ve never met 
but you know their favorite color... 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


Love. 


WOMAN 2: 


What’s that? 
(Like trying a food for the first time.) 


Llluuhhve? 

YOUNG WOMAN: 
Lilluuhhve?.... 

WOMAN 3: 
It’s a pretty word. 

YOUNG WOMAN: 

(Revelatory.) 

Llluuhhve! 

WOMAN |: 
I don’t know what it is, 

YOUNG WOMAN: 
Dont forget... 

WOMAN |: 
or was. 

YOUNG WOMAN: 
before you die... 

WOMAN 2: 
Me neither. 
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con't: 


DOWN THE LADDER—Z.S. McCoy 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
dont be afraid to... 

WOMAN ?: 
But I remember what it feels like. 

YOUNG WOMAN: 


llluuhhve. 
(The YOUNG WOMAN understands.) 


WOMAN |: 
Isn’t that something you step in? 

WOMAN 2: 
Love? 

WOMAN 3: 


(To the YOUNG WOMAN.) 
Have you ever stepped in love? 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
No. 
I’ve read about it in books. 

WOMAN 3: 
I wonder what it’s like to step in love. 

YOUNG WOMAN: 
Most people fall in love. 

ALL: 
Fall! 

WOMAN 1: 
Like down the ladder? 

YOUNG WOMAN: 
It’s probably very similar. 

WOMAN 2: 


And you've never fallen in love either! 
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| can’t believe it! A pity! 
Beautiful girl, 
lovely as yourself— 


So lovely— 


And you’re even dead— 


And we still think you’re lovely. 


Never falling in love! 


I’m sure it’s for the best. 


You don’t even remember what love is! 


Neither do you! 


Well, no. But... 


Consider it a blessing. 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


WOMAN 2: 


WOMAN 3: 


WOMAN 1: 


WOMAN 3: 


WOMAN 2: 


WOMAN |: 


WOMAN 2: 


WOMAN |: 


WOMAN 2: 


WOMAN 3: 
(To the YOUNG WOMAN.) 


Falling in love is probably just as painful as it sounds. 


You're probably right. 
But it sounded so nice in the books. 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


(Lights fade out on the Undershelf.) 
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SCENE 15 
AN EXERCISE IN STORYTELLING 
(Lights rise on the YOUNG MAN’s Area.) 


LIFE: 
Tell me a story, then. 
YOUNG MAN: 
(He thinks.) 
It was a dark and stormy night— 
LIFE: 
Nope. 
(Beat. ) 
Try again. 
YOUNG MAN: 
It was... 
a Clear and sunny afternoon— 
LIFE: 


Much better. 
(Pause. She becomes like an instructor, a maestro.) 
More de-tail. 


YOUNG MAN: 
Sunlight danced on flowers beginning to blossom— 


LIFE: 
More de-tail! 

YOUNG MAN: 
And the wind whispered secrets to the trees— 

LIFE: 
Scandalous! Yes! 
Yes! More de-tail! 

YOUNG MAN: 


As I made my way home— 
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LIFE: 


More! 


YOUNG MAN: 
(Triumphantly!) 
My sneakers sneaking on the sidewalk. 


(LIFE stops. She just look at him, clearly unpleased. 
The YOUNG MAN looks back.) 


LIFE: 
(To herself.) 
We have lots of work to do. 
(Beat. ) 
Continue! 
YOUNG MAN: 
...Stormclouds 
rolled in— 
LIFE: 
Better! 
Yes! 
YOUNG MAN: 


And the clouds tucked the sun in, and the sky fell asleep— 


LIFE: 
Vivid! More de-tail! 
YOUNG MAN: 
Seeing the sun go to sleep, 
I quickened my pace, rushed to my room— 
LIFE: 
And? And? 
YOUNG MAN: 


And I took a nap! 


(Long pause. Silence.) 
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LIFE: 
You're going to die tomorrow. 
YOUNG MAN: 
I don’t want to die tomorrow. 
LIFE: 
Well you’re going to have to do better than that. 
(Beat. ) 
If you want Death to stay away forever, 
you have to tell a story. 
You can’t tell a story. 
YOUNG MAN: 
Teach me. 
LIFE: 


(Thinking.) 
If you can’t come up with a story... 
You'll have to steal someone else’s. 

(Beat: the YOUNG MAN clearly doesn’t understand.) 
You'll need to read. 


YOUNG MAN: 
Like...books? 

LIFE: 
Have you ever read a book before? 

YOUNG MAN: 
All the way through? 

LIFE: 
Yes. 

YOUNG MAN: 
No. 

LIFE: 


You'll need to change that. 
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YOUNG MAN: 
| have...less than a day? 
And you want me to waste it on books? 
LIFE: 
You’ve been wasting every other day— 
YOUNG MAN: 
| have not— 
LIFE: 
Napping. 
(Beat.) 
Now, go. 
YOUNG MAN: 


Where do you expect me to go? 
(Lights rise on the OLD MAN’s Area. The YOUNG MAN looks over. 


Pause. ) 
Who’s he? 
LIFE: 
He knows a lot about stories. 
YOUNG MAN: 
But— 
LIFE: 


(She shoos him.) 
No time to waste. 
(The YOUNG MAN enters the Library.) 
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SCENE 16 
THE YOUNG MAN TRIES TO READ 
(The YOUNG MAN enters. 
The OLD MAN is reading, and ignore the YOUNG MAN, 
who, in response, feels out of place.) 


OLD MAN: 
What do you want? 

YOUNG MAN: 
] don’t want to die—I mean: books! 
] want a book. 

OLD MAN: 
Afraid of ladders? 

YOUNG MAN: 
It’s just that...well... 
I’m so young... 

f OLD MAN: 

No one ts too young to die— 

YOUNG MAN: 
I know, 
I know. 

OLD MAN: 


(He is quoting Lewis Carroll.) 
“Be sure the safest rule is that 
we should not dare to live in any scene. 
in which we dare not die.” 


YOUNG MAN: 
What does that mean? 
OLD MAN: 
It means you shouldn’t be here. 
(Pause.) 
YOUNG MAN: 


Did you just come up with that? 
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YOUNG MAN, con't: 
What you just said? 


OLD MAN: 
No. 

YOUNG MAN: 
Who did? 

OLD MAN: 
Someone dead and important. 

YOUNG MAN: 
Oh. 

(Silence.) 

I’m not afraid of ladders. 

OLD MAN: 
I’m sure you are not.. 

YOUNG MAN: 


Thank you. 
You're the first to believe me. 
(He doesn’t believe him.) 
(The YOUNG MAN picks up a book and flips through it.) 
I’ve never been much a reader... 


OLD MAN: 
All the world’s a book, and all the men and all the women merely readers. 


YOUNG MAN: 
Who said that? 

OLD MAN: 
I did... 

(He thinks of plagiarism.) 

sort of. 

YOUNG MAN: 
Sort of? 


(Beat.) 
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OLD MAN: 
You don’t want these books. 


YOUNG MAN: 
Well, I need a book. 
(He continues searching.) 
What about that one? 
(He refers to the one the OLD MAN is reading.) 
Is it for sale? 


OLD MAN: 
(The OLD MAN slams the book shut.) 
No. 
YOUGN MAN: 
Oh. 


(Beat.) 
Oh! Is this a library? 
Can I check out that book? 

(He accidentally knocks books to the floor.) 
II] put these books back— 


OLD MAN: 
Leave it! 
And leave! 

YOUNG MAN: 
I can’t. 


(Silence.) 
I don’t want to go down that ladder. I need these— 


OLD MAN: 
I’m familiar. 

YOUNG MAN: 
So you know? About the man 
who read himself to Death? 

OLD MAN: 


I know you want these books now. 
I know you won’t want these books later. 
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If | don’t read, 
I'll die. 


There are worse things. 


Like what? 


Like being a book with no pages. 


I don’t know what that means. 


An empty spine. 
(Pause.) 


But books never die! 


Only their authors. 


(LIFE enters.) 


He won't let me read. 


Is Death with you? 


No. 


Then why are you here—? 


YOUNG MAN: 


OLD MAN: 


YOUNG MAN: 


OLD MAN: 


YOUNG MAN: 


OLD MAN: 


YOUNG MAN: 


OLD MAN: 


YOUNG MAN: 


OLD MAN: 


LIFE: 


OLD MAN: 


(LIFE acknowledges the YOUNG MAN.) 


Him? He— 
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OLD MAN, con't: 
You brought him here? 


LIFE: 
He’s afraid of the ladder— 

YOUNG MAN: 
Am not—I’m right here. 

OLD MAN: 


(He buried his daughter this morning.) 
Today? Of all days? 


On the day I buried— 
LIFE: 
He doesn't have much time. 
OLD MAN: 
He’s a foolish boy. 
LIFE: 
He’s a boy. 
YOUNG MAN: 
Wauld you two like me to leave? 
I can leave. ' 
LIFE: 
Give him a book. 
OLD MAN: 


You know what these stories have done to me. 


LIFE: 

I do. 

(Pause.) 
He needs a story. 
He needs a story. 

(Pause.) 
You remember being afraid. 

(No response.) 
For my sake. 
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OLD MAN: 
He doesn’t know what he’s getting into. 
(He goes back to reading.) 


(LIFE is kind. She doesn’t respond. 
She waits. Silence.) 


OLD MAN: 
]...did have one in mind. 

LIFE: 
Is that so? 

YOUNG MAN: 


Hope it’s good. 


(The OLD MAN 1s sitting on the very book. 
He gets up, grabs the book, and looks at it.) 


LIFE: 
Poetry? 
OLD MAN: 
He’Il be miserable. 
(He hold it out to LIFE. 
She takes the book.) 
LIFE: 


(She hands the book to the YOUNG MAN.) 
Go to your room and read your book. 

(The YOUNG MAN exits.) 
It's what he wants. 


OLD MAN: 
It’s what I wanted, too. Long ago. 
(LIFE exits.) 
Back when I was boy. 


(Lights out on the OLD MAN’s Area.) 
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SCENE 17 
CERTAINTY 
(Lights rise onto the Undershelf.) 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
And after the boat? 


WOMAN 3: 
You'll forget everything, dear. 

WOMAN 2: 
Remembering is against the rules. 

WOMAN 1: 
What we’re doing now Is against the rules. 

YOUNG WOMAN: 
Ill forget my father? 
And my mother? 

ALL: 
Gone. 

YOUNG WOMAN: 


Why would I want to do that? 
I want to remember my mother. And her goose laugh. 


WOMAN 3: 
You can’t remember Life. 
WOMAN 2: 
Life isn’t allowed down here, anymore. 
WOMAN |: 
And remembering is living. 
WOMAN 2: 
If you remember, you'll be sad. 
YOUNG WOMAN: 


I°d much rather remember. 
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WOMAN 2: 
Are you sure? 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
Yes! 


WOMAN |: 
It would be very painful. 


WOMAN 3: 
(Trying to dissuade.) 
Remembering those you loved— 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
I would! I know it! 
I’m certain! 


(The WOMEN are shocked.) 


WOMAN |: 
Watch your mouth! 
YOUNG WOMAN: 
Excuse me? 
WOMAN 3: 
Much worse than remembering, 
WOMAN 2: 
Worse than Life, 
WOMAN |: 


Certainty is— 


(DEATH enters. So does silence. The only movement—besides DEATH—1s the 
women knitting. 

He inspects the scarf. 

Throughout this inspection, he occasionally makes “hmphs” and “uhms.” 

He looks at the YOUNG WOMAN.) 
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DEATH: 
(Secretly, in her ear.) 

There’s no point in telling her, by the way. 

(The YOUNG WOMAN 1s about to object.) 
Ah! You and I both know who... 
She won’t remember you. 
Trust me. 

(Beat.) 
Besides, talking is against the rules. 
So, sit there quietly and wait for your boat to come. 

(DEATH exits.) 


WOMAN 1: 
(Hushed voice.) 
Oh my—! 
WOMAN 3: 
What did he say? 
YOUNG WOMAN: 
Nothing... 
WOMAN |: 
Is he gone? 
YOUNG WOMAN: 


(To WOMAN 2.) 
What were you saying? 
About certainty? 


WOMAN 2: 
Oh, yes. Well, certainty 1s against the rules. 


WOMAN 3: 
It certainly isn’t welcome. 


WOMAN 2: 
You can’t be certain of anything down here. 


WOMAN |: 
You can only be certain of nothing. 
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YOUNG WOMAN: 


That sounds sad. 
Being uncertain about everything... 


WOMAN 3: 
You hardly remember who you are— 

WOMAN 2: 
And you'll never remember who you were. 

WOMAN |: 


After a while, everything sad becomes normal. 


WOMAN 3: 
A kind of comfort. 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


I’d much rather be sad 
than comfortable. 


(WOMAN | & 3 react, respectfully.) 


WOMAN 2: 
I think so, too. 
(Pause. A BOAT sounds, offstage.) 
That'll be your boat, dear. 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


| have something to tell you. 


WOMAN 2: 
To me? 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


It’s something very sad. 
But very certain. 


HOLLOW VOICE: 


(Off.) 
All aboard. 
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WOMAN 2: 
Quickly now. 


(WOMAN 2 makes sure the YOUNG WOMAN has her box, 
preparing her for the boat.) 


WOMAN 3: 
We wish you wouldn’t leave— 
YOUNG WOMAN: 
(To WOMAN 2.) 
But— 
WOMAN |: 
But you have to leave. 
WOMAN 2: 
It’s the rules. 
YOUNG WOMAN: 
I know you— 
HOLLOW VOICE: 
(Off.) 
Last call! 
YOUNG WOMAN: 
(The YOUNG WOMAN drops her box and silently whispers to WOMAN 2: 
‘You're my mother.” 
She may hug WOMAN 2. WOMAN 2 may not hug back. 
When the YOUNG WOMAN picks her box up, a purple strand of her Life has 
fallen on the floor, unbeknownst to anyone.) 
Goodbye. 
(The YOUNG WOMAN exits.) 
WOMAN 2: 
She’s gone... 


(Lights blackout on the Undershelf.) 
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SCENE 18 
DESTRUCTION: UNLEARNED LESSONS 
(Lights up on the OLD MAN’s Area. 
The OLD MAN speaks to the audience.) 


OLD MAN: 

Every single one of these stories... 

(He picks up a book. He turns to the last page.) 
“The potent poison quite 0’er-crows my spirit...” 
Everyone dies. 

(He shuts the book. He throws it to the ground. 

He picks up another book. He turns to the last page.) 
The king dies. 

(Another book.) 
The weary traveler dies. 

(Another book.) 
Even the evil stepmother dies. 

(He picks up another. This time, he stops.) 
“He died when he had no longer his angel. The thing came to pass simply... 
as the night comes when day is gone.” 

(Beat.) 
If only. 

(He picks up another.) 
The protagonist dies. 

(He throws the book on the ground. 

He picks up another, and turns to the last page.) 
The hero dies. 


(Another book.) 
She dies giving birth. 
(Another.) 
Dead. 
(Repeat.) 
Dead. 
(Repeat. ) 
Dead. 


(The OLD MAN may continue this process: 
Grabbing a book; “Dead!”; and throwing it onto the floor 
as many times as needed to get to the emotional release of the following.) 
If | could turn my grief into a rope, 
and hang myself from the highest rafter, 
and hang myself. 
I would. 
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OLD MAN, con't: 
(He continues destroying his Library, saying.) 
But even still, 
Death would not come. 
I read these stories 
but never listened to what they had to say. 
(He picks up another book. Turning to the last page, he reads, 
he stops. He looks at the audience.) 
The main character gets what he wants. 
And now he’s miserable. 
(Beat. ) 
In fearing Death, 
I have hated Life. 
I used these stories to achieve what they told me to avoid. 
And he will too! 


(Lights rise on the YOUNG MAN’s Area, where the YOUNG MAN is reading. 


Lights fade out on the OLD MAN destroying his Library. 
The OLD MAN exits.) 
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SCENE 19 
WHAT HAPPENS ABOVE CHANGES BELOW 
(Split scene. The YOUNG MAN reads, 
while the WOMAN lament the YOUNG WOMAN’s 


passing.) 


YOUNG MAN: 
(At first, he reads stiffly—throughout, he loosens, tasting every. single. word.) 
Gather ye rosebuds 
while 
ye 
may... 
Old time ts 
still 
a-flying 
And this same 
flower that smiles 


to-day 
To-morrow 
will be 
dying... 
(Lights rise on the WOMEN. The YOUNG WOMAN 1s gone. 
Her purple string lies on the floor. WOMAN 2 is heartbroken and dejected. 
None of the WOMAN have seen the string.) 
ALL: 
She’s gone. 
WOMAN 3: 
A lovely flower 
WOMAN 2: 
With a kindly smell 
WOMAN I: 
Wilted. 
YOUNG MAN: 


Gather ye rosebuds 
while ye may. 
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WOMAN 3: 
She floats down the river 

WOMAN 2: 
Where forgetfulness flows— 

YOUNG MAN: 
Old time ts still a-flying 

(A bell tolls.) 

WOMAN 3: 
By the time the bell tolls 

WOMAN |: 
One— 

WOMAN 2: 
Two— 

WOMAN 3: 
Three times, she'll have forgotten all things. 

YOUNG MAN: 
And this same flower that smiles to-day... 

WOMAN |: 
By the time she met us, 
she'd already forgotten her name— 

WOMAN 3: 
Names are the first to go. 

WOMAN 2: 
But she did not forget her mother. 

WOMAN 3: 
No. 

WOMAN |: 
She didn't. 
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YOUNG MAN: 


To-morrow will be dying... 


WOMAN |: 
(Consoling WOMAN 2.) 
It’s only natural— 


WOMAN 3: 
(To WOMAN 2.) 
To forget— 
YOUNG MAN: 
And this same flower that smiles to-day 
To-morrow will be dying. 
WOMAN 2: 


“I knew it was you when you handed me my box—” 


WOMAN 3: 
That's what the young girl said to her. 

WOMAN 2: 
“And your laugh hadn’t changed...” 

YOUNG MAN: 
That glorious lamp of heaven, the sun 
the higher he’s a-getting 

WOMAN |: 
What bothers her the most? 

WOMAN 2: 
I still don’t remember her. 

YOUNG MAN: 
The sooner will his race be run 
And nearer he’s to setting... 

WOMAN 3: 


But she trusts her— 
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But I trust her. 


So she knows it’s true— 


(A bell rings.) 


She forgets more. 


The glorious lamp of heaven, the sun 


She’s forgotten moonlight, 
and snow— 


And the silence of each. 


The higher he’s a-getting 


What its a smile? 


Or the feeling of summer on your toes? 


I don't know. 


Neither does she. 


The sooner will his race be run 
And nearer he’s to setting. 


WOMAN 2: 


WOMAN 3: 


WOMAN |: 


YOUNG MAN: 


WOMAN 2: 


WOMAN 3: 


YOUNG MAN: 


WOMAN |: 


WOMAN 2: 


WOMAN 3: 


WOMAN |: 


YOUNG MAN: 


WOMAN 2: 


Loose ties tie me tighter with rope thicker than forgetfulness— 
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YOUNG MAN: 
That age is best which is the first 
WOMAN 2: 
She was lively... 
YOUNG MAN: 
That age is best which Is the first, 
When youth and blood are warmer— 
WOMAN 3: 
So much life! 
WOMAN |: 
Even in her death. 
YOUNG MAN: 
But being spent, the worse, and worst, 
Times still succeeds the former... 
(A bell rings.) 
WOMAN |: 
She's forgotten all. 
(LIFE enters.) 
WOMAN 3: 


The feeling of forgetting is the only thing she can remember. 


WOMAN 2: 
Walking by someone you laughed with a long time ago, 


WOMAN |: 
And not feeling anything. 


YOUNG MAN: 


Then be not coy, but use your time. 

(The YOUNG MAN sees LIFE. 

He points to the words in the book, reciting.) 
But...use 
your time. 
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YOUNG MAN, con't: 
(To LIFE.) 
Use my time! 


(LIFE nods. And laughs. They begin to celebrate.) 


WOMAN 3: 
I’m sorry— 

WOMAN |: 
Your daughter... 

YOUNG MAN: 


(Reciting, during the celebration.) 
For having lost but once your prime, 
You may for ever tarry. 


LAP: 
Yes! 
YOUNG MAN: 
Then be not coy, but use your time. 
And while you may go marry— 
(LIFE exclaims!) 
For having lost but once your prime, 
You may forever tarry. 
WOMAN 2: 
She's gone. 
WOMAN | & 3: 
She’s gone. 
(Lights out. 
End of Act One.) 
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ACT TWO 


SCENE 20 
LIFE AMONGST THE DEAD BOOKS 
(Split scene: the WOMEN in the Undershelf, and the 
YOUNG WOMAN further into the Undershelf; and 
the YOUNG MAN on the Uppershelf: 
Lights rise on the Uppershelf.) 


LIFE: 
This is absolutely perfect! 
(Beat.) 
Practice your diction while I’m gone— 
YOUNG MAN: 
So— 
LIFE: 
This could keep you alive! 
YOUNG MAN: 
...1 did it? 
LIFE: 
Almost! 
(Exiting.) 
Now, practice! 
(LIFE exits.) 
YOUNG MAN: 
I did it... 
(He laughs.) 
I did it! | always knew my life would be an adventure, 
like... 
my mom! Or, 
my dad. 


(Lights shift to the Undershelf, where WOMAN 2 Is pacing.) 


WOMAN 2: 
She left too soon... 
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WOMAN 3: 
They always leave too soon— 
WOMAN |: 
Always. 
WOMAN 3: 
And there’s never enough yarn. 
WOMAN |: 
Never. 
(As WOMAN 2 paces, she sees the string of the YOUNG WOMAN’ life. 
She picks it up.) 
WOMAN 2: 
This...is her life... 
WOMAN 3: 
Oh look! 
WOMAN |: 
She had such a lovely life, 
WOMAN 3: 


Now, it’s just a little string. 


(The YOUNG WOMAN enters, baptized in Forgetfulness, she 1s deeper in the 
Undershelf: the WOMEN do not see her. She 1s confused. She doesn’t know 


where she Is.) 


WOMAN 2: 
This is all that’s left... 
(WOMAN 2 looks at the scarf.) 


YOUNG MAN: 


I always knew my life would be an adventure! Like 
my mom. 


Or...my dad.... 


WOMAN ?: 
This is her life! 
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(WOMAN 2 goes to the YOUNG MAN’s yarn. She begins to knit the purple 
string into the YOUNG MAN’’s scarf.) 


WOMAN |: 
What are you doing? 

WOMAN 3: 
You know the rules— 

WOMAN ?: 
She’d much rather be sad than comfortable. 

WOMAN3: 
That is what the young girl said, but— 

WOMAN 2: 
She’ll remember now. 

WOMAN 3: 


Weaving two yarns together— 


(Pause. The YOUNG MAN and the YOUNG WOMAN fall in love. 
Lights fade on the WOMEN, and rise on the YOUNG MAN.) 


YOUNG MAN: 
(Clearly distracted by love.) 
I remember, one time... 
my parents and I...we planted a seed in a styrofoam cup. I remember 
setting it on the windowsill, in the sunshine. 
| remember watching it grow... 
(Lights rise on the YOUNG WOMAN. Suddenly, life makes sense to the 
YOUNG MAN.) 
A little seed 
holds so much! 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
He’s the sun in spring 
(A sunbeam shines on the OLD MAN’s Area. 
A tree begins to grow out of the dead books.) 
he makes the trees grow. 
(The tree continues growing.) 


DOWN THE LADDER—Z.S. McCoy 


I]—89 


YOUNG WOMAN, con't: 
He must be up there. 
Unreachable... 
Life’s on his fingertips. 
Like sunshine— 


YOUNG MAN: YOUNG WOMAN: 
A tiny stem 
coming from a tiny seed 
reaching reaching 
up. down. 


Like buried treasure. 
I can feel his light, bright, 


Like gold! Like gold. 
From the ground up: 
Life. Life: 
from the sky down. 
She is a tree, 
my soul ts a bird. My soul is a bird, 


flying in his sunlight. 
Like a bird nested in branches, looking up 
and seeing 
the light, His light 

Is on my face. 
peeking through the leaves. 


It’s It’s 
warm: warm: 
like a slept-in bed. like a slept-in bed. 
(Lights dim.) 
But he, like the sun, 
is not here. 
She’s a seed I’ve planted, 
but I’ve forgotten where... 
(Pause.) 
YOUNG WOMAN: 


Oh! And I have this feeling, now, too...it’s strange. 
It hurts right here 

(She touches her heart.) 
and here, too... 
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(She touches her side.) 
and here! 
(She touches her stomach. 
She burps.) 
Pardon! 
(Beat.) 
It’s gone! 


(Lights out on the YOUNG WOMAN.) 


YOUNG MAN: 
(DEATH enters as the YOUNG MAN exclaims for all the world to hear.) 
| have to find her! 


DEATH: 
(Calling to him.) 
Who ya lookin for? 
(DEATH goes the YOUNG MAN.) 
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SCENE 21 
DEATH INTERACTS WITH LOVE 


(The YOUNG MAN 1s silent.) 


DEATH: 
Young man, who are you looking for— 

YOUNG MAN: 
No one. 

DEATH: 
Certainly not “no one.” 

YOUNG MAN: 
I*m— 

DEATH: 
Yes? 

YOUNG MAN: 
I’m in love. 

DEATH: 
Oh! Congratulations. 
Unfortunate timing, but— 
who’s the girl? 

YOUNG MAN: 
I don’t know who... 

DEATH: 
Coffee shop romance? 

YOUNG MAN: 
I’ve...]’ ve never 
seen 
her. 

DEATH: 
Oh. 


(Beat.) 
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Well, that’s not a very good story, is it? 
(Storyteller:) 
Once upon a time. 
There was a boy, 
and there was a girl 
who never saw each other. 
The End. 
(Beat.) 
Great story. 
I"l] see you soon— 


I*’m going to find her. 
| have to find her. 


Yes you do. 


It’s going to be a great story! 


Your life depends on it. 


It will be. 


I'll be the judge of that. 
(He turns to exit.) 


It doesn’t matter if you like it. 


Excuse me? 


DEATH, con’t: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


It doesn’t matter what you think. Not anymore. 


We'll think it’s a great story— 
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DEATH: 
We? 
Don’t get ahead of yourself. 
(The YOUNG MAN disregards DEATH’s comments. 
The YOUNG MAN goes back to reading, ignoring DEATH.) 
And you’re going to waste your 
precious time 


reading? 
YOUNG MAN: 
It’s helped me so far. 
(Beat.) 
And...I don’t quite know 
where to begin. 
DEATH: 
(Mock sympathy.) 


Aww. Poor thing. 
Well, if reading gets too hard 
there’s some picture books down here. 
(DEATH laughs at his own joke. 
Lights fade out on the YOUNG MAN’s Area as DEATH makes his way to 
the OLD MAN’s Area. 
He sees the Tree.) 


(He examines the Tree. 

He may pull out a magnifying glass. 

He may put on a Sherlock hat. 

He may have a Sherlock pipe. 

DEATH looks to the YOUNG MAN reading.) 
Does he now what this is? 
No, how-how could he? 

(Beat. He walks around the Tree. He stops, and stares at it.) 
I haven't seen a tree like this 
In a very 
long time. 

(He thinks of the last time.) 

Did she do this? 
Oh course she did. 
This has Life written all over it... 
But does she know? How could she know? 
She doesn't know. But... 
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DEATH, con't: 
If he’s in love... 
who’s the girl? 
(He thinks. 
Lights rise on the YOUNG WOMAN. She makes drawings of hearts and names 
in the dust. 


DEATH enters the Undershelf. He examines the WOMEN knitting.) 
Is everything normal? 


(The WOMEN try to hide the purple strand.) 


WOMAN |: 
Nearly finished. 

DEATH: 
No miscellaneous mistakes? 

WOMAN ?: 
None. 

DEATH: 
You're certain? 

WOMAN 3: 
No sloppy stitches— 

WOMAN 1: 
Just as you said. 

DEATH: 


Is that so? 


(He walks away from them. 
He looks back at the Tree. Back to the YOUNG MAN.) 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
(Hums a song of her own creation, catching DEATH’'s ear.) 


DEATH: 


(DEATH goes to her.) 
What are you doing? 
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YOUNG WOMAN: 
Oh, hello. 
I’m writing: 
My Name + His Name— 
DEATH: 
You remember your name? 
YOUNG WOMAN: 
Oh, I forgot my name a long time ago... 
(Beat. ) 
No, I’m writing 
My Name 
aie 
His Name. 
DEATH: 
(Looking down at the heart and words.) 
Quite literally. 


(He looks the YOUNG WOMAN.) 
Stand please. 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
Okay. 
(She does.) 
DEATH: 
(DEATH snaps his fingers: a doctor’s briefcase and—if possible—a doctor’s 
coat.) 
The 
doctor 


will be right with you. 
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SCENE 22 
POST MORTEM 
(DEATH puts on the coat. He grabs a stethoscope from his 
bag. 
He assumes a German accent.) 


DEATH: 
How are you feeling? 
(He puts the stethoscope on her back.) 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
I’m fee— 
DEATH: 
Take a deep breath. 
(She breathes deeply.) 
Exhale. 
(She does.) 
Mmhmm. 
(He moves the stethoscope.) 
Another. 


(She breathes deeply. She exhales. He moves the stethoscope.) 
Mmhmm. Another... 

(She breathes deeply. She exhales. He takes off the stethoscope.) 
Well, you’re lungs aren’t working. 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
Is that normal? 


DEATH: 
You're dead. 
(Beat. 
He examines her ear with an otoscope.) 
When was the last time you remembered something? 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
I don’t recall— 


DEATH: 
You seem to be remembering some things. 
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YOUNG WOMAN: 
Oh, I don’t think— 
DEATH: 
(He grabs her wrist.) 
Don’t talk. 
(Pause. 60 seconds?) 
You should be dead. 
(Beat. ) 
Which is why your pulse 
IS very concerning. 
YOUNG WOMAN: 
My pulse? 
DEATH: 
You're heart’s still beating. 
Very softly. But it’s still going. 
(Beat.) 
Now, why would that be? 
YOUNG WOMAN: 
I don’t know... 
DEATH: 


(Pause. Death may put his instruments away.) 
How do you like your room? 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
Well... 
there’s no bed. 
DEATH: 
You're already asleep. 
(Pause.) 
Why would you remember what a bed is? 
YOUNG WOMAN: 


Maybe it’s just one of those things you don’t forget. 


DEATH: 
Like words? 
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Yes! Like words! 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


DEATH: 


You're supposed to have forgotten those, too! 


Oh. 
(Pause.) 
Are you sure? 


I’m certain. 


| thought certainty was against the rules? 


It is. 


Oh. 


What do you remember about Life? 


(Lying”) 
Nothing. 


Do you feel...normal? 


I felt strange earlier. 
(Beat.) 
I think it was indigestion. 


Dead people don’t fart. 
(Beat.) 
Trust me. I’m a doctor. 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


DEATH: 
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YOUNG WOMAN: 
Well, then I don’t know what I was feeling. 

DEATH: 
Do you still feel strange? 

YOUNG WOMAN: 


No? 

(She thinks.) 
Yes. Right here. 

(She points to her heart. 

DEATH puts a stethoscope on her heart. He listens.) 
Do you hear anything abnormal? 


DEATH: 
Yes. 
(Beat. ) 
Why would you be feeling.. .///uh— 
Mluuhg—luh—tlluuhhve? Love! 
Why would you be feeling love? 
YOUNG WOMAN: 


(Panicking, feeling in-trouble and cornered.) 
Love? 
I don’t know. 
I didn’t think it was love. 
I thought it was gas. 


DEATH: 
It’s certainly not gas. 
I’m certain it’s Love. 

YOUNG WOMAN: 
What should I do? 

DEATH: 


(He collects his things.) 
In my medical opinion, 
you should indulge in long hours of lonesome nothings. 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
How do | do that? 
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DEATH: 
Since you are here. 
And there’s nothing to do... 

YOUNG WOMAN: 
Just do that? 

DEATH: 


Leave the rest to me. 
(He exits.) 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


(The YOUNG WOMAN sits downstage center.) 
Love? 


(Lights out on the YOUNG WOMAN.) 
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SCENE 23 
A LESSON IN STORYKEEPING 
(Lights rise on the OLD MAN’s Area as the OLD MAN 
enters. He scurries to his books, seeing the Tree.) 


OLD MAN: 

What happened to my books? 
What—why is this here? 

(Beat. ) 
Oh, my friends, 

(He grabs a book.) 
are you all here? 

(He grabs more books. 

He’s trying to save them.) 
Are any of you missing? 


(LIFE enters during the OLD MAN’s panic. She’s in awe of the tree.) 


LIFE: 
Do you know what this is? 

OLD MAN: 
It’s a tree 
where my books Should be! 

LIFE: 


It’s love. 
| haven't seen a tree like this in such a long time. 
(LIFE gazes at the Tree, remembering a Tree from long before.) 


OLD MAN: 
(Disgust.) 
It’s love? 
LIFE: 
Yes! 
OLD MAN: 


(Who’s the perpetrator?) 
Who’s in love? 
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Well... 
he’s in love! 


Oh, how sweet. 

And who’s the girl? 

She’ ll be thrilled in the morning. 
(Beat.) 

When he’s dead. 


The girl? . 

Who is he in love with? 
This could 

definitely keep him alive! 


] don’t care about him! 
I care about my— 


I have to find her! I must! 


LIFE: 


OLD MAN: 


LIFE: 


OLD MAN: 


LIFE: 
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(LIFE goes to the OLD MAN and kisses his forehead. LIFE exits. 
The OLD MAN, arms filled with books, looks after her with disgust. The Tree, in 
disgust. The YOUNG MAN, in disgust. 


He walks offstage, clutching his volumes.) 


(Lights fade on the OLD MAN’s Area.) 
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SCENE 24 


AN UNFAMILIAR FACE 
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(Lights rise on the Undershelf.) 


I think I'd much rather remember who I am and feel sad, too. 


I’ve wondered the same thing... 


I°’d much rather be sad than comfortable. 


Are you still sad? 


Yes. 


Oh, good. 


Is it nice to feel sad? 


It’s nice to feel something— 


I can only imagine! 


Oh! To be frustrated with my first husband. 


If only I could miss my flight. 


Make up with my first husband. 


Battle disease one last time... 


WOMAN 3: 


WOMAN |: 


WOMAN 2: 


WOMAN 3: 


WOMAN 2: 


WOMAN 3: 


WOMAN 1: 


WOMAN 2: 


WOMAN 3: 


WOMAN |: 


WOMAN 3: 


WOMAN 1: 


WOMAN 3: 
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WOMAN |: 
Run off with my third husband. 


(Difficulties. What a blessing.) 


WOMAN 2: 


We’ve become too familiar with being unfamiliar with things. 


WOMAN 3: 
Like love. 


WOMAN ?: 
Just like love. 


(Pause. The WOMEN weave.) 


WOMAN 3: 
Do you think she’s fallen in love? 

WOMAN |: 
Maybe she just 
sunk 
into love. 

WOMAN 3: 
She was 
stitched in... 

(Pause.) 

WOMAN ?: 
I think she’s still alive. 

WOMAN |: 
Really? Well, 

WOMAN 3: 
She was stitched in. 

WOMAN |: 


But, if she’s alive because she’s a part of this yarn— 
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He’s tn love! 


She’s in love! 


Woven in love. 


That sounds nice. 


Yes it does. 


We'll probably lose our jobs for this. 


We certainly may. 


WOMAN 3: 


WOMAN 2: 


WOMAN |: 


WOMAN 3: 


WOMAN 2: 


WOMAN |: 


WOMAN 2: 


(Lights fade out on the WOMEN.) 
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SCENE 25 
THE YOUNG WOMAN IN LOVE 
(Split scene. Two separate monologues: on with the 
YOUNG MAN, the other with the YOUNG 
WOMAN. 
The lights rise on the YOUNG MAN.) 


YOUNG MAN: 
(Talking to himself.) 
| have read yourself to Life, 
and you've discovered a story 
so beautiful, 
Death won't kill me! 
(Pause. Lights rise on the YOUNG WOMAN.) 
Now you just have to find her. 


(The YOUNG WOMAN’s talking to herself, 

like she’s carrying on a conversation with the person she loves. 

Halfway through the YOUNG WOMAN’s monologue, LIFE should appear on the 
Uppershelf, 

stretched over the edge, 

listening to the YOUNG WOMAN down below.) 


YOUNG WOMAN: 

Oh, hello. What's your name? Uh-huh. 
My dress? 
This ole thing? I’m glad you think it’s pretty. 

(Beat.) 
So, tell me about yourself. 

(She listens.) 
Reading? Really? You must be really smart. 
Shut up! I love that book! I mean, 
I would if I remembered it. 

(Embarrassed laughter.) 
About me? Well... 
I"ve been dead for a couple of hours. 


YOUNG MAN: 
And now, even though there’s no reason to be afraid... 
I am. 


DOWN THE LADDER—Z3S. McCoy 


YOUNG WOMAN: 

My favorite 
color? 

(Beat.) 
Oh...It starts with an r. I don’t know, rrrrrr? 
No, | just don’t remember any colors. 

(Mildly displeased by his comment.) 

Kind of like being colorblind. 
Oh— 

(She laughs.) 
That’s funny. 
You're funny! 

(Beat.) 
I like your laugh. It 
reminds me of something that reminds me of home. 


YOUNG MAN: 
You want to find her— 
(Brutally honest with himself.) 
I really do. But. 


I’m afraid. 
YOUNG WOMAN: 
I mean, there are some things I remember. 
Like 
heartbeats. And 
certainty. 
I don’t think I’m supposed to, though. 
YOUNG MAN: 


(Like a grocery list.) 
I*m afraid of heights. 
I’m afraid of this ladder. 


YOUNG WOMAN: 

My deepest secret? Oh....uh... 
I don't know tf I can say it. 
No that I don’t want to say it, I just don’t know how. 

(Beat. She thinks.) 
There was once a man who read himself... 
He read himself to... 
Oh, I forget. 
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YOUNG MAN: 
I’m afraid of living forever. 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


| knew him from up there—he was older than you. 
He cared for me, not like he care for his...oh, his... 
(His books.) 
never mind. 
(Pause.) 
If | remembered what it was like to feel sad, 
he would have made me feel It. 


YOUNG MAN: 
And... 
I’m afraid of love. 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


We're all supposed to come down here, 
right? Whether we want to or not. 
It just happens. 
(Beat.) 
That man...he chose to stay up there 
even though we're all down here. 
I feel 
out of place. 


YOUNG MAN: 
(To himself.) 

When the time comes. To tell your story. 
To dust yourself off the shelf. 
To open yourself up... 

(Pause.) 
If | read myself to Death, what if he put me on the shelf? 
Alive... 
But closed up? 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


I’m sorry if I just 
Spewed out 
all of my emotions. 
(She smiles.) 
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YOUNG MAN: 
I don’t know what I should do. 


(Lights out on the YOUNG MAN ’s Area.) 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


Well, thanks. 
It means a lot 
to me. 
(She listens.) 
I feel it, too. Right here. 
(She points to her heart.) 
At first I thought it was gas— 
You did, too? 
We have so much in common— 


LIFE: 
Psssssst! Hey! 
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LIFE SPEAKS WHERE SHE’S NORMALLY SILENT 
(LIFE and the YOUNG WOMAN speak from quite a 


distance. ) 


YOUGN WOMAN: 


(Someone just read her diary!) 
How long have you been there? 


LIFE: 
Long enough— 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


(She makes an exclamation.) 


LIFE: 
Long enough to hear your heart beat! 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


(Beat.) 
From up there? 


LIFE: 
Are you the girl he loves? 

YOUNG WOMAN: 
I don’t know— 

LIFE: 


I’ve been looking all over for you. 
(Pause.) 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


(She smiles, before thinking...) 
Is it bad? 


LIFE: 
Love? Never. 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


I think I’m in trouble for being in it. 
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LIFE: 
Death doesn’t like to remember love. 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
(To herself.) 
I wonder why anyone— 


LIFE: 
Because Death doesn’t like to remember the past. 


(LIFE looks at her like a proud mother.) 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
Does the boy who makes my heart beat— 
LIFE: 
He had diamonds tn his eyes! 
(Lights prism.) 
YOUNG WOMAN: 
I don’t know what you mean, 
but I think it’s beautiful! 
LIFE: 
I’m glad I found you. 
YOUNG WOMAN: 


The boy... 

(She doesn’t want to know, but she has to know.) 
he’s alive, isn’t he? 

(LIFE nods.) 

(The YOUNG WOMAN, to herself.) 
Perfect. 
The only time I step in love 
he has to be alive! 


LIFE: 
Your heart's still beating! 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
So? 
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LIFE: 
You could come back up here. 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


Really? 


LIFE: 
I"Il see what I can do. 
It’s quite a beautiful story. 
And he, the boy, he’s going to read himself to Death— 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


Why would he do that? 


LIFE: 
You've inspired him. He loves you. 
(Beat.) 
Have you seen the Tree? 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


He’s going to read himself— 


LIFE: 
To Death, that’s right. 
YOUNG WOMAN: 
(She remembers something.) 
But...isn’t that what happened... 
LIP E: 


Speak up! I can’t hear you! 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


It’s just... 

That sounds so familiar. 
(Pause.) 

Could you leave me alone. 


LIFE: 
Well— 
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YOUNG WOMAN: 
Please. 


(LIFE, completely oblivious to the YOUNG WOMAN ’s thoughts, exits. 
Lights fade on the YOUNG WOMAN.) 
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SCENE 27 
THE WOMEN SPEAK 
(Lights rise on the WOMEN. 
DEATH enters and inspects the scarf, the WOMEN try to 
hide the purple strand. He paces the Undershelf. 
As he walks away, the WOMEN speak.) 


WOMAN |: 
He knows. 

WOMAN 2: 
He doesn’t know— 

WOMAN 3: 
He has to know, the way he’s— 

WOMAN 2: 
We haven't spoken a word— 

WOMAN 3: 
But if she still alive— 

DEATH: 
Do you three like trees? 

(Pause. Silence.) 
WOMAN 3: 


I don’t have any particular feelings towards trees. 


WOMAN |: 
I don’t remember 
who they are. 

DEATH: 
Well, that’s interesting. 

WOMAN 3: 
Why is that? 

DEATH: 


Trees. They’re very unique. 
A tree comes from a seed 
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DEATH, con't: 
(Pause.) 
that is buried. 
(DEATH lets that sink in.) 
You don’t remember much. 
But you do remember: 
WOMAN 3: 
Buried things— 
WOMAN |: 
Are dead things. 
DEATH: 
And dead things? 
WOMAN |: 
Are dead forever. 
DEATH: 
Not 
with trees. 


(To WOMAN 2.) 
Do you find that interesting? 


WOMAN 2: 
No. 


DEATH: 
No? Well... 
It seems that something similar has happened. 
With the girl. 


WOMAN |: 
I don’t know what you're talking about! 

DEATH: 
The one with the pretty dress? 

WOMAN 3: 


Oh, her. 
I remember her— 
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WOMAN |: 


Only a little. 


DEATH: 
(To WOMAN 2.) 
Do you remember her? 


WOMAN 2: 


DEATH: 

No? Well... 

(Silence. 

He begins to slowly scan the scarf.) 
You see. This girl. 
She’s dead. 
But her heart’s still beating. 

(He stops scanning. He looks up.) 
Don’t you find that odd? 

(No response.) 
I see what you've done. 


WOMAN 3: 
It was an accident— 

DEATH: 

(Mockingly.) 

It was an accident— 
what was an accident? 

WOMAN |: 
I don’t know what an accident is— 

DEATH: 


Ah, but you know the rules. 
(To WOMAN 2.) 
You. Know the rules. 


WOMAN 2: 


| didn t— 
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You did. 


Please— 


You knew. 


(DEATH exits. 


Lights out.) 


DEATH: 


WOMAN 2: 


DEATH: 
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SCENE 28 
TWO REVELATIONS 
(Lights rise on the OLD MAN’s Area. He enters.) 


OLD MAN: 
I can’t believe it! 
Love! 
Where my 
books should be. 
(He begins collecting more books, when LIFE steps in.) 
What do you want? 


LIFE: 
(She has a devastating secret.) 
I know who the girl is. 


OLD MAN: 

You're going to make him run from Death. 
(He collects more.) 

You're going to make him cling 
to Life. 

LIFE: 
But she’s not alive. 

OLD MAN: 
She’s dead? 
How fitting— 

LIFE: 
Since...this morning. 

OLD MAN: 
This morning? 

LIFE: 
Yes. 

OLD MAN: 


My daughter...? 
How did this happen? 
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LIFE: 
There’s still a chance for him. 
To live. 


OLD MAN: 
I don’t care about him living, I care about my daughter— 


LIFE: 
She’s still alive! 
OLD MAN: 
What? 
LIFE: 
Only a little. 
But alive. 


(The YOUNG MAN enters the OLD MAN’s Area.) 


YOUNG MAN: 
(He’s reading.) 
‘How do I love thee? Let me count the ways—” 
(He looks up. He sees the Tree.) 


What 
is 
that? 
OLD MAN: 
It’s a tree. 
YOUNG MAN: 
(Remembering his parents.) 
A tree? 
LIFE: 
It’s love. 
YOUNG MAN: 


(He may laugh; he may be mystified.) 
So that’s what it looks like. 
(To himself.) 
Is this mine? 
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LIFE: 
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(As the YOUNG MAN marvels, she speaks to the OLD MAN.) 


You can make a wonderful story out of this. 


OLD MAN: 
(To LIFE.) 
When Death came for me... 
] cared too much for my books, my own story. 


LIFE: 
Here’s your chance to change things. 
(LIFE exits.) 
OLD MAN: 
But...he has to know the truth. 
(Pause. ) 
YOUNG MAN: 
I’ve been reading. 
OLD MAN: 
I can see that. 
YOUNG MAN: 
This stuff. It’s good. 
(Beat.) 
Why are all these books all over the floor? 
OLD MAN: 
I was reminding myself 
what all these stories taught me. 
YOUNG MAN: 
Oh. 
What did they teach you? 
OLD MAN: 
To accept— 
YOUNG MAN: 


Love? They taught you to accept love, didn’t they? 
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OLD MAN: 
You feel in love don’t you? 
YOUNG MAN: 
Yes. 
(Beat.) 
Well, I don’t know. I’ve never been 
“in love” before. 
OLD MAN: 
Do you know who she 1s? 
YOUNG MAN: 


No. 
(Beat. ) 
That’s why I’m here. I have a book question. 


OLD MAN: 
Alright. 


YOUNG MAN: 


Have you ever read a story 
where two people, who don’t know each other, 
fall in love? 


OLD MAN: 
They haven’t met each other? 

YOUNG MAN: 
They...well, they’ ve never 
seen each other. 

OLD MAN: 
That sounds very rare— 

YOUNG MAN: 
It’s real! 

OLD MAN: 


Oh, I believe you. It is rare, though. 
(Pause.) 
When Death came to me, I had a family: 
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OLD MAN, con't: 


A wife. Three children: 

two sons, one daughter, you understand? 
So, when Death came to me, 

] didn’t want to leave them— 


YOUNG MAN: 
They were all you had. 

OLD MAN: 
Precisely! 
They were all I had. 
When Death came to me, I avoided him. 
It was a very selfish thing to do. 

YOUNG MAN: 
But you wanted to stay with them. 

OLD MAN: 


So much of my focus was on the lives I read, 
that | forgot about the lives living around me. 
You see, when Death came to my wife, she was taken. 
When he came to my sons, they were taken. 
(Pause.) 
And my daughter, too. 
Although Death didn’t take me, he took everyone around me. 


YOUNG MAN: 
(Thinking of his parents.) 

He’s taken...everyone around me, too. 

(Pause.) 
My mom and dad. I was so young. 

(Beat. He doesn’t want to talk about it.) 
That’s exactly why I don’t want to do down that ladder. 
Death is something terrible— 


OLD MAN: 
Death is something inevitable. Regardless of the pain. 
(Pause. ) 
(How does he break this?) 
That girl you love? 
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YOUNG MAN: 

She’s so alive! 
] haven’t even met her... 
There’s...And my heart! Like thunderbolts! 

(Happily.) 
It’s miserable. 

(He thinks about meeting her.) 
I can’t wait to meet her. 


OLD MAN: 
She’s my daughter. 


YOUNG MAN: 
Oh, I can assure you... 
I have very pure intentions. 
I’ve been thinking about going into business. Accounting? 


OLD MAN: 
She’s...my daughter. 


YOUNG MAN: 
(Laughingly, embarrassedly, excitedly.) 
And I love her— 


OLD MAN: 
My only daughter. 
YOUNG MAN: 
Yes. 
(Beat.) 
Wait. You mean... 
OLD MAN: 


You know what these stories taught me, young man? 


YOUNG MAN: 
She’s dead? 


OLD MAN: 
They taught me how to die. 
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YOUNG MAN: 
This can’t be... 


OLD MAN: 

I] simply didn’t listen. 

Death. He has this urgency, 

he comes so quickly, that teaches you to Love. 

In a strange way, he teaches you 

about Life. 
(Pause. The OLD MAN looks for a passage in a book, when he finds it, he 
speaks.) 

A poet once told me, 

‘Do not go gentle into that good night.” 
(Beat.) 

But I should have, long ago. 
(The YOUNG MAN begins to leave. Everything's changed. 
Lights lower on the OLD MAN’s Area as the YOUNG MAN 
makes his way to his Area. Lights follow him.) 


YOUNG MAN: 
(To the audience.) 
So many people have walked by me, 
sO many stories have passed me—left and right. 
Volumes I’ve never noticed, 
words that never caught my eye. 
Their feet stepping in iambic pentameter, 
duh-DUH-duh-DUH-duh-DUH-duh-DUH-duh-DUH. 
(Pause.) 
All of those little details I never noticed... 
Did I ever pass her? Did we ever see each other? 
(Pause. ) 
I fell in love, but she fell 
down the ladder. 
(Pause.) 
If 1 could turn my love into a rope, 
and pull her back up to me, I would. 
(Pause.) 
Or... 
I could just 
fall down to her. 
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McCoy 


SCENE 29 
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LIFE’S DEFENSE OF LIVING 


(LIFE enters.) 
LIFE: 
When you wake up! It'll be time! 
Are you excited? 
YOUNG MAN: 
I can’t wait! 
LIFE: 
Have you been practicing your story? 
YOUNG MAN: 
Well, no. 
LIFE: 


Do you want to practice with me? 
Il be Death. 

(She assumes a Souther, “Death-like” accent.) 
Young Man, I am prepared for entertainment. 


YOUNG MAN: 
I have something to tell you. 
LIFE: 
(Southern Death.) 
Why, of course you do. 
YOUNG MAN: 
No. I haven something to tell you. 
LIFE: 
(Back to LIFE.) 
Is it a surprise ending? 
YOUNG MAN: 


I*m not going to read myself to Death. 
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Excuse me? 


I’m in love! 


Isn’t it wonderful! 


With the Old Man’s daughter. 


That story can keep you alive! 


I don’t want 
that story to keep me alive. 


Why not? 


She’s dead! 


I know, but she’s still— 


You knew? You weren't going to tell me? 


I want you to 
live! 
(Beat.) 


LIFE: 


YOUNG MAN: 


LIFE: 


YOUNG MAN: 


LIFE: 


YOUNG MAN: 


LIFE: 


YOUNG MAN: 


LIFE: 


YOUNG MAN: 


LIFE: 


And Death—he always wins. Plus, the girl— 


This is a competition? 


Don’t twist my words. 


YOUNG MAN: 


LIFE: 
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YOUNG MAN: 
Because if it is— 
LIFE: 
It isn’t. 
(Beat. ) 
You still have a story. 
YOUNG MAN: 


You said it yourself, you know? It’s my time to go, right? 


LIFE: 
Don’t make a decision you can’t unmake because— 


YOUNG MAN: 


And this. It’s not all about Death 
winning and you losing. 


LIFE: 
That story? 
You certainly don’t know the whole of that story. 
(LIFE exits. 
Lights out on the Uppershelf.) 
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The giri is not-- 


And then 


unmake Decauise the girl you love is still 
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INTERROGATION 
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(Lights rise on the YOUNG WOMAN. DEATH enters. 


He 1s wearing a 1920s detective hat. He may have a 


flashlight.) 


DEATH: 
(A Jersey accent would be prime, but not required.) 
Take a seat, toots. 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
Hello, offic— 


DEATH: 
1°11 be doing the talking here. 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
Yes— 
(She stops herself.) 


DEATH: 
Where were you 
between 6 o’clock Jast night 
and eternity? 
(The YOUNG WOMAN is silent; she isn’t doing the talking here.) 
Talk! 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
I don’t remember— 


DEATH: 
You don’t remember? How convenient. 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
I mean... 


DEATH: 
Oh. So you’re remembering now? 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
I remember two, bright lights— 
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DEATH: 
Two lights? 
Not one light? 

YOUNG WOMAN: 
Two lights. 

DEATH: 
Does a car sound familiar to you? 

YOUNG WOMAN: 
No— 

DEATH: 
Because it should. 

YOUNG WOMAN: 
Only the lights. 

DEATH: 


Huh. 
(Beat.) 
What do you remember since you’ ve been down here? 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


Nothing. 


DEATH: 
So you don’t remember beds? 
Or...heartbeats? Or words? 
(Beat.) 
You realize you’re using your words right now? 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


Yes. 


DEATH: 
Good. We’re on the same page. 
(He walks around. 
He could light a cigarette.) 
Do you remember what love is? 
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Not exactly, no. 


What it feels like, exactly? 


Exactly? No... 


How about... 
unexactly? 


I guess so— 


You guess so, what? 


I remember what love feels like 
unexactly. 


And what ts that unexact feeling? Exactly? 


I don’t know, really— 


Oh you don’t know now? 


You're stomach hurts. And you're heavy. 
Like gold. 
And you don’t know anything, 
but you know... 
(She thinks.) 
you know that if you remembered colors, 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


you would know what that person’s favorite color would be. 
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DEATH: 
Who do you love? 
YOUNG WOMAN: 
I don’t know— 
DEATH: 
I said, who 
do 
you 
love? 
YOUNG WOMAN: 
I don’t know! 
DEATH: 


You remember something—who ts he? 


YOUGN WOMAN: 
I promise, I don’t know— 


DEATH: 
Do you know what a tree is, huh? 
(The YOUNG WOMAN shakes her head. She doesn’t know.) 
What’s a tree! 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
I dont know! 
(Silence. 
DEATH stops moving.) 


DEATH: 
Do you know what happens when trees are cut down? 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


DEATH: ; 
They make ladders. 
(Beat.) 
Do you know what a ladder 1s? 
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I don't. 


Hmph. 

(Pause.) 
Get up. 

(He begins to exit.) 
Do you love him? 


I don’t quite know what love is— 


Do you? 


But yes. 


(He pauses.) 
Hmph. 
(DEATH exits. 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


DEATH: 
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Lights out on the YOUNG WOMAN. The YOUNG WOMAN exits.) 


DOWN THE LADDER—Z:S. McCoy 


SCENE 31 
THE TREE 
(Lights rise on the OLD MAN’s Area.) 


OLD MAN: 
(To the audience.) 

When I consider how books are made: 
trees, cut down and sliced into slivers, 
I see my life. 
And I think of all my trees, 
the very ones | let Death cut down. 

(Beat.) 
But when I consider these things: 
The death of seeds. 
The life of trees. 
Then. Then I feel hopeful. 

(The OLD MAN smiles.) 
A tree where my books should be... 
In fearing Death, I have hated Life, but, 
now, when I saw that Young Man, when I think 
on my youngest. My daughter. I recognize 
this tree 
is my hope. 
It means more to me than any book. 

(DEATH enters. The OLD MAN steps aside to reveal the Tree.) 
Consider the story: 
Life-crossed lovers. 

(Beat. DEATH stops.) 


One is dead, 
the other is living. 
(Pause. ) 
DEATH: 
It’s a good story. 
(Pause. ) 
OLD MAN: 
Bring my daughter back— 
DEATH: 
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OLD MAN: 
And take me in her place. 


DEATH: 
(He says with vision!) 
The Undyable. Dying for Love! 
(Beat.) 
It’s good. Very good. It has a nice ring to it. 
And the boy? 


OLD MAN: 
Let him live. 

DEATH: 
Oh, hohohoho. 
Hmph. 

OLD MAN: 
You said it yourself: 
It’s a good story. 

DEATH: 
I did. 
It is. 

OLD MAN: 
Let the tree grow. 

DEATH: 
But... 
and you'll be coming with me? 

OLD MAN: 
Yes. 

DEATH: 

(DEATH stares at the OLD MAN.) 

Hmph. 


(DEATH enters the Undershelf; lights fade on the OLD MAN’s Area.) 
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SCENE 32 


WHAT DEATH SAYS 
(Lights rise on the Undershelf as DEATH enters.) 


It seems your little plan has worked. 


What are you talking about? 


Don’t play dead. Your plan. 
It worked. 

(No response.) 
It’s a good story. 

(Beat.) 
Carry on. 


Keep weaving? 


The young boy will keep living, 

and the young girl will start living again. 
(Beat.) 

But consider this your last yarn. 
(Beat. ) 

I’m sure you saw this coming. 


We did. 


At least you have a couple more years left. 


Before unemployment. 


Before we go back, 


DEATH: 


WOMAN 2: 


DEATH: 


ALL: 


DEATH: 


WOMAN |: 


DEATH: 


WOMAN |: 


WOMAN 3: 
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WOMAN I: 
To those long hours of lonesome nothings. 

WOMAN 2: 
We will carry on until you tell us to stop. 

DEATH: 
Of course you will. 

(He begins to exit.) 

WOMAN 2: 
Does the girl know? 

DEATH: 


No. 
(Beat. He looks up to the YOUNG MAN.) 
I’m going to tell the Young Man right now. 
(He climbs the ladder. DEATH exits the Undershelf.) 
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SCENE 33 
UNDOING DEATH 

WOMAN 3: 
When he tells us to stop 

WOMAN 2: 
We stop. 

WOMAN 3: 
And unravel every string of yarn, 

WOMAN |: 
Undoing every stitch of Life, 

WOMAN 3: 
Stick it in a cardboard box, 

WOMAN 2: 
And hand it to you. 

WOMAN |: 
But today! Today, we carry on. 

WOMAN 3: 
Continuing Life, 

WOMAN 2: 
Undoing Death. 

(Beat.) 

Once again, 
Life comes down here. 

WOMAN |: 
She helps Death figure things out. 

WOMAN 3: 
Life is a natural part of Death, you know. 

WOMAN 2: 


We weave whatever he tells us, 
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Woven from the stuff she gives us: 


A scarf. 


One that tells the story of a dead girl 


Alive by just a little, 


And an alive boy 


Who just began to live, 


Reunited! 


Because of Love: 


Through Life, 


Through Death. 


If we remembered any Shakespeare, 


WOMAN |: 


ALL: 


WOMAN |: 


WOMAN 2: 


WOMAN 3: 


WOMAN 2: 


WOMAN 3: 


WOMAN 2: 


WOMAN |: 


WOMAN 2: 


WOMAN |: 


WOMAN 3: 


It'd be like something Shakespeare would write. 


But the course of true love 
never ran smoothly. 


But it does run its course! 


WOMAN |: 


WOMAN 2: . 
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(Lights out on the Undershelf.) 


The trees (the countless trees!) cut down for: “Lights out on the Undershelf.”’ 
How unfortunate. 
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SCENE 34 
A LIVEFUL DEATH | 
(Lights rise on the YOUNG MAN’s Area. 
Split scene: DEATH speaks with the YOUNG MAN. 
LIFE speaks with the OLD MAN.) 


DEATH: 
This is it. The moment we’ ve all been waiting for— 


YOUNG MAN: 
Wait! I can’t read myself— 

DEATH: 
I have something to tell you— 

YOUNG MAN: 


No, wait! 


(Lights rise on the OLD MAN’s Area. 
LIFE enters.) 


LIFE: 
He’s going to die. 
OLD MAN: 
The boy? 
No. 
LIFE: 
Yes. 
He won’t read himself to Death— 
OLD MAN: 
He doesn’t have to— 
LIFE: 
He won't tell him his story. 
YOUNG MAN: 


My life*s not much. 
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No one’s Is. 
But you get to live— 


No, I have a story to tell you, but— 


You don’t need to tell me any— 


Please. Listen. 
I’m not going to read you my story. 


Oh, goodness, it’s not about your story. 


The Old Man— 


I don’t want to end up like him. 


You don't have to, he— 


I told Death the beautiful story. 
A story of love reaching 
beyond the bounds of Death. 
Beyond Life. 


I don’t care what idea 
you and Life came up with— 


Excuse me? 


OLD MAN: 
Death is going to 
take me, 
and bring my daughter back. 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


OLD MAN: 


YOUNG MAN: 


DEATH: 


YOUNG MAN: 


Take me. 
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DEATH: 
Excuse me? 

YOUNG MAN: 
Take me. I’m going with you. 

DEATH: 
You need to know— 

YOUNG MAN: 
I know. 
She told me everything. 

LIFE: 
Does the boy know your plan? 

OLD MAN: 


I would think so. 


(LIFE runs to the YOUNG MAN’s Area.) 


DEATH: 
Young man, you'll wish you’d listened. 
YOUNG MAN: 
I don’t need to hear anything else. 
(LIFE enters.) 
DEATH: 
Did you hear that? 
He doesn’t need to hear 
anything else. 
YOUNG MAN: 
There’s no changing my mind. 
LIFE: 
What? 
DEATH: 
Fine. 
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LIFE: 
(To the YOUNG MAN.) 
You’re going to him 
before barely even knowing me. 


YOUNG MAN: 


(Happily. ) 
I’m going down there, 
down to her. 
DEATH: 
Oh, young man— 
LIFE: 
(To DEATH.) 
How dare you? 
How could you? 
DEATH: 
I tried to tell him— 
LIFE: 
No-no-no-no-no-no-no— 
YOUNG MAN: 
You can’t change my mind. 
DEATH: 


(To LIFE, plainly.) 
See? 


There’s no changing the boy’s mind. 


LIFE: 
(To the YOUNG MAN.) 
There’s more to this story than you know. 
(Pause. Silence.) 


DEATH: 
I have some plans I need to change. 
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LIFE: 
(To DEATH.) 
How could you do this! 


DEATH: 
(To the YOUNG MAN.) 
I’Il come back for you. Shortly. 
(DEATH exits. He may use the stairs or the ladder.) 


LIFE: 
(To DEATH.) 
Talk to me! Look at me! 


YOUNG MAN: 
(To LIFE.) 
Would you win 
if | wasn’t afraid. Of the ladder? 
(Pause. No response. 
LIFE is crushed. She leaves the YOUNG MAN.) 


(Lights rise on the center stage and fade out on the Uppershelf.) 


IH—144 


DOWN THE LADDER—Z:S. McCoy 


II—145 


SCENE 35 
DEATH IS RIGHT? 
(DEATH enters the Undershelf. 
LIFE makes her way to the Undershelf, plotting. She may 
go one foot at.a time, like a processional.) 


DEATH: 

Change of plans. 
(Beat.) 

The boy’s dead itn the morning. 

WOMAN |: 
You told us 

WOMAN 2: 
Our little plan worked. 

DEATH: 
Well, it didn't. 

WOMAN |: 
What did you tell the boy? 

DEATH: 
Nothing. 

WOMAN |: 
Nothing? 

WOMAN 3: 
Nothing! 

WOMAN 2: 
How 
dare you— 

WOMAN 3: 
All you do ts take. 

DEATH: 


He wouldn't listen. 
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WOMAN 3: 
(Mockingly.) 

He wouldn't listen. 

WOMAN 2: 
Of course. It’s never Death's fault. 

WOMAN |: 
I don’t believe you! 

DEATH: 
I don’t care who you believe— 

LIFE: 


(In the Undershelf.) 
He’s telling the truth. 


(The WOMEN are speechless.) 


DEATH: 
The boy chose. 
(He sees the WOMEN still sewing.) 
And I said: Stop: 
(Beat.) 
So stop. 
(He forces them to stop.) 


LIFE: 
I’m begging you— 


DEATH: 
(To the WOMEN.) 
Since this 1s your last yarn— 


LIFE: 
Let the boy live. 


DEATH: 
(To the WOMEN.) 
Just leave the spool in a box on the floor. 


II—146 


DOWN THE LADDER—Z:S. McCoy 


I]—147 


LIFE: 

Don't do this. Please. 
(No response.) 

You need me. 

DEATH: 
I 
do 
not— 

LIFE: 
Without me, 
there’s no you. 

DEATH: 
Without me, 
there’s no you. 

LIFE: 
I can run away. 

DEATH: 
I°d find you. 

LIFE: 
Please... 

DEATH: 
He didn’t want to know. 

LIFE: 
Don't be like that. 

DEATH: 
Like what? 

LIFE: 
So final. 


(Pause. No response. DEATH begins to exit.) 
I can still change your mind, can’t 1? 


(DEATH stops. He turns back to LIFE.) 
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DEATH: 
You haven’t been able to change my mind 
for a very 
long time. 
(DEATH kisses her cheek. DEATH exits. 
LIFE stays in the Undershelf.) 
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SCENE 36 
LIFE’S SOLILOQUY 


LIFE: 
(To the audience.) 
When he, when Death 
first saw me, when he first met me, 
he told me... 
(DEATH told her he loved her.) 
He complimented my dress. 
(Pause. ) 
Love is a mixture: 
Death while living. 
(Pause. ) 
Love teaches you how to live 
and prepares you to die. 
But he 
he doesn't believe in love... 
(Beat. ) 
And I’ve tried. To hate him. 
Believe me I’ve tried. But I can't. 
And, everyday, I see him 
everyday. And I thought... 
with this young man 
maybe, just maybe, I wouldn’t have to see Death. 
(Beat.) 
Not yet. Not today. 
Have the boy read himself to Death— 
the boy didn’t even have to do that! 
He just had to listen. 
(Beat. ) 
If he’s unafraid of the ladder, do I win? 


Well, I certainly don’t lose. But the boy. He doesn’t know the full story. 


And he'll never know the full story. 
He'll never understand 
that Death... 
(Painful realization.) 
Death's broken my heart eee 
as many times as he’s stopped someone else’s. 
(Silence. LIFE paces and overhears the WOMEN.) 
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WOMAN 2: 
(Holding the purple strand the WOMEN wove into the red scarf.) 
Once again, this Is all that’s left of her. 


WOMAN 3: 
Only for now. 
WOMAN 2: 
(To herself.) 
It was useless, 
weaving them together. 
LIFE: 
It wasn’t completely useless. 
The girl will come with me. 
WOMAN 2: 
But not the boy 
and the girl. 
LIFE: 
No... 
Not the boy and the girl. 
WOMAN |: 
All of it’s undone. 
WOMAN 3: 


And now we unravel these years of yarn into a clump of spool... 


WOMAN I: 
And stick it in a cardboard box... 

WOMAN 3: 
Didn’t always used to be this way. 

LIFE: 


No. It didn’t. 
(Pause. LIFE thinks. She sees the purple strand. An Idea!) 
But the girl’s yarn! 


DOWN THE LADDER—Z.S. McCoy 


II—151] 


WOMAN 3: 
The purple one—? 

LIFE: 
The one you knit tn. 
May I? 

WOMAN 2: 
But... 

LIFE: 
If I could, 
somehow, 
get this to the boy? 

WOMAN 2: 
Would he remember— 

LIFE: 


Trust me, this idea— 

(DEATH enters.) 
there’s still. It'll work. 

(WOMAN 2 hands her the string.) 
Thank you. 

(LIFE exits.) 


(DEATH carries a box overflowing with gray yarn. 
DEATH hands the overflowing box to WOMAN 2.) 
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SCENE 37 
DEATH COMES TO THE OLD MAN 
(DEATH walks through the Undershelf, 
to the OLD MAN’s Area.) 


DEATH: 
It’s time. 


OLD MAN: 
Yes it is. 
(He begins to make his way to DEATH.) 
Will I get to see my daughter? 


DEATH: 
No. 

OLD MAN: 
At least my sons? 

DEATH: 
Come on, let’s go. 

OLD MAN: 
What about my wife— 

DEATH: 
There’s no family down there. 

(Beat.) 

The rules. 

OLD MAN: 
Oh. Yes... 
The river. 

DEATH: 
The river. 


An you're getting an express trip to the boat. 
Most people wait. 

(Beat.) 
And most people have to go down the ladder. 
You get the stairs. 
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(The OLD MAN walks down the stairs. He sees WOMAN 2.) 


Is that— 


Oh. Yes. But, 
she won’t remember you. 


My wife? 
She has to. You have to remem— 


I don't. 


You don’t... 


But I won't forget you now. 


Will I remember you? 


No. You won't. 
Now, please. Box. 


Our daughter—our youngest—she’s in love. 


I saw our daughter down here. 


She won’t be down here much longer. 


OLD MAN: 


DEATH: 


OLD MAN: 


WOMAN 2: 


OLD MAN: 


WOMAN 2: 


OLD MAN: 


DEATH: 


OLD MAN: 


WOMAN 2: 


OLD MAN: 


She’s going back up to be with the boy she loves. 


WOMAN 2: 


(Handing the box to the OLD MAN.) 


The boy is dying. 
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OLD MAN: 

What? No, he can*t— 
(To DEATH.) 

You said— 

DEATH: 
The girl will live. 
Come. 

OLD MAN: 
That wasn’t part of the deal. 

DEATH: 


A bit late to second guess things. 
(DEATH grabs him by the arm and leads him to the river.) 


WOMAN 2: 
Ill find you 
beyond the forgetfulness. 

DEATH: 
No you won't. 

WOMAN 2: 
We will. 

(The old, married couple share a look.) 

OLD MAN: 
Yes. We. Will. 

DEATH: 
I make the rules. 

WOMAN 2: 


You didn’t always. 


(DEATH, frustrated, leads the OLD MAN offstage. WOMAN 2 stops 
what she’s doing and follows them. 

The OLD MAN looks back. He may blow a kiss her way. They exit. 

She watches. One bell. He’s forgotten— 

Another bell rings. uv 


oD 
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Another bell rings. 
She’ll remember him. And she’ll help him remember. 
They’ ll feel past forget.) 


(If the WOMEN haven’t unravelled the YOUNG MAN’s scarf, WOMAN | and 

WOMAN 3 finished unravelling. 

WOMAN 3 goes to get a box and returns. The two WOMEN situate the YOUNG 
MAN’s cardboard box, filling it with red yarn. They may watch WOMAN 2. 

After staring into the distance, WOMAN 2 turns back to the WOMEN. 

The WOMEN look at the box.) 
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EPILOGUE 
“«...£LUX PERPETUA LUCARET EIS.” 
(The WOMEN, walking away from the box of red yarn, 
speak. 
As they speak, lights slowly rise onto the Uppershelf, 
where the YOUGN MAN stands, looking 
down the ladder.) 


WOMAN |: 
If we remembered what a tree was 

WOMAN 2: 
We would remember a lasting tree. 

WOMAN 3: 


And that the death of seeds brings about the life of trees. 


WOMAN 2: 
She who was the roots 

WOMAN 3: 
Now becomes the branches: 

WOMAN |: 
He who was the branches 

WOMAN 3: 


Becomes the roots. 
(The WOMEN may exit and speak offstage, or stand farther upstage. ) 


WOMAN 2: 
(The way she says love?) 
Love— 


(DEATH enters. He makes his way to the Tree.) 


WOMAN |: 
Their love 1s a tree impervious to winter. 


(The WOMEN pause. DEATH walks around the Tree, looking for the perfect 
book.) 
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WOMAN 3: 
If we remembered what a tree was 


WOMAN 2: 
We would remember that trees 


(DEATH selects the book, and turns to an intended page.) 


WOMAN 3: 
Are a perfect marriage: 


(DEATH reaches into his pocket and pulls out a red string of yarn—from the 
YOUNG MAN’s life.) 


WOMAN 2: 
Of Death in Life. 


(DEATH closes the book.) 


WOMAN |: 
And Life in Death. 


(DEATH looks for the perfect place to place the perfect book, 
and puts it down.) 


WOMAN 3: 
Both 


(DEATH knows LIFE will it see it.) 


ALL: 
Strung together. 


(DEATH walks down the stairs onto the Undershelf. He makes his way to the 
base of the ladder. DEATH calls out to the YOUNG MAN.) 


DEATH: 
Are you ready to go now? 
(The YOUNG MAN nods.) 
Come down whenever you're ready. 
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YOUNG MAN: 
Okay... 
(The YOUNG MAN may have trouble stepping onto the ladder; afraid of heights. 
He begins to climb down. He’s tense. He takes his time with every rung.) 
DEATH: 
There you go— 


(The YOUNG MAN falters.) 
Take your time. 

(DEATH waits. The YOUNG MAN reaches the bottom.) 
That wasn’t too bad now, 


was It? 
(The YOUNG MAN shakes his head. The YOUNG MAN is collecting himself: 
The YOUNG MAN turns. 
LIFE has entered, with tte YOUNG WOMAN at her side. 
The two-in-love see each other for the first time. 
Speechless.) 
DEATH: 
(Trying to get the YOUNG MAN’s attention.) 
Box. 
YOUNG WOMAN: 
Hello— 
YOUNG MAN: 
Hi. 


(Pause.) 
You must be... 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
You look just like I imagined! 
(The YOUNG MAN smiles.) 


DEATH: 
Come on, grab your box. 
(The YOUNG MAN does.) 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


Oh. 
You re dying. 
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YOUNG MAN: 
I’m coming down to you! 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
(She looks at LIFE.) 
I’m...going with her. 


YOUNG MAN: 
What do you mean? 


DEATH: 
You should have listened to what I had to say. 


YOUNG MAN: 
(To DEATH.) 
I died to be with her— 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
You wouldn’t have remembered me, anyways. 
You forget everything. 
Mostly everything. 


YOUNG MAN: 
Why are you going back up? 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
(She smiles.) 
There once was a man who read himself to Death— 


YOUNG MAN: 
I was going to 
read myself to Death. 

YOUNG WOMAN: 
I’m glad you didn't. 

LIFE: 


(To DEATH.) 
I’m not going to let you win. 
(LIFE reveals the purple string she got from the WOMEN.) 
Not this time. 
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YOUNG MAN: 
I thought this was the only way. 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


It was. 
(LIFE and DEATH share a look.) 


LIFE: 
You and I both now this was not the only way. 


DEATH: 
Not all sad things are bad things. 


YOUNG WOMAN: 


I don’t remember my name or I'd tell you, 
but I do know my favorite color 


is that one. 
YOUNG MAN: 
Red? 
YOUNG WOMAN: 
(She remembers now!) 
Red! 


YOUNG MAN: 
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(DEATH takes the YOUNG MAN by the arm and begins to lead him further on.) 


I]l try to remember that as long as I can. 


YOUNG WOMAN 
Maybe we'll see each other again. 
When I’m older. 
And you ve forgotten all things. 


(LIFE begins to lead her onto the Uppershelf, via the stairs.) 


YOUNG MAN: 
Maybe... 
(Pause. They are farther apart.) 
Wait! 
(Beat. He goes back to her.) 
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YOUNG MAN, con't: 
I don’t know quite what this means... 
but...and I don’t have much time... 
I know it’s true... 
(He looks down, like a boy does when he’s about to say “I love you” to a woman. 
He may look up; he may not know where to look when he says.) 
I lo— 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
(Overlapping. She smiles.) 
Not yet. Wait. Until we see each other again. 


And thank you. 
YOUNG MAN: 
For what? 
YOUNG WOMAN: 
You could have made me feel out-of-place... 
You didn't. 
(The YOUNG WOMAN turns. 
LIFE leads her onward, towards the Tree.) 
What's this? 
LIFE: 
(She’s searching for a book.) 
A tree, dear. 
Love. 
(Beat. ) 
Go ahead. 
Im coming. 


(As the YOUNG WOMAN goes on, LIFE grabs a book and places the purple 
yarn into it. LIFE catches up to the YOUNG WOMAN. 
They stand on the Uppershelf—where the OLD MAN stood at the beginning.) 


(DEATH has led the YOUNG MAN to where the spotlight will shine. 
DEATH motions for the YOUNG MAN to lay down.) 


YOUNG MAN: 
What should I do with my box? 


DEATH: 
Give it here. 
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(The YOUNG MAN does. 

DEATH looks up to the rafters. 

He snaps his fingers. Lights out: spotlight on. 

The YOUNG MAN lays down in the circle of light; he crosses his arms.) 


(On the Uppershelf, the YOUNG WOMAN watches.) 


LIFE: 
He'll remember you I promise. 
(LIFE hands her the book.) 


Open it. 
(The YOUNG WOMAN does. She’s clearly confused.) 


YOUNG WOMAN: 
But...that’s...my yarn’s— 


LIFE: 
Toss the book! 
Down to him! 
YOUNG WOMAN: 
Really? 
LIFE: 
Yes! 


(She does. Aim kindly. It hits the YOUNG MAN. He may grunt.) 


(The YOUNG MAN opens the book. He touches the purple string. Her string. 
He looks up.) 


(DEATH turns. He sees the YOUNG MAN.) 

(The YOUNG MAN and the YOUNG WOMAN share a final look.‘ The YOUNG 
MAN gets up and exits, 

holding the book.) 

(LIFE and DEATH share a look: there ts a story between them.) 


(LIFE leads the YOUNG WOMAN down, to exit. DEATH watches expectantly. 
As LIFE passes the Tree, she stops. This can’t be!) 
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LIFE: 
Look! 
(LIFE points at the book she missed. 
The YOUNG WOMAN, exhilarated, takes the book. 
Inside is a red string: the YOUNG MAN’s string. She'll remember him.) 


(LIFE and DEATH share another look. 
Maybe she can still change his mind.) 


(As the WOMEN say their final lines, LIFE lead the YOUNG WOMAN offstage. 
DEATH exits.) 


WOMAN 2: 
When Death comes back to her, 

WOMAN |: 
She won't be afraid, 

WOMAN 3: 
She won't be startled, 

WOMAN 2: 
And she won't read him any stories. 

WOMAN |: 
She'll be familiar with him, knowing, 

WOMAN 3: 
With certainty, 

WOMAN 2: 
That every heart beat, 

WOMAN |: 
Like every story, 

WOMAN 3: 
Must begin. 

WOMAN 2: 


Because it must end. 
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(“The Big Sleep’—approximately |:19—begins as the lights fade out. 

LIFE leads the YOUNG WOMAN to the back of the Tree: where the OLD MAN 
emerged at the beginning. 

Curtains.) 


END 
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